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 I consider myself an urban transformational leader who has had a career that 
impacted the lives of many students, their families and the many colleagues that I have 
worked with over the course of almost forty-years.  As the practitioner, I understood the 
importance of balancing my personal development and having the presence of mind to 
develop those with whom I served.  This foresight set the stage of inclusion where all 
stakeholders understood their responsibility for raising student academic achievement 
that ultimately benefited students.1  According to James M. Burns and Bernard M. Bass, 
transformational leaders conceive a vision and use it to inspire their subordinates to work 
beyond themselves for the best interest of the organization.2    
I started as a classroom teacher and ended my career as the Associate 
Superintendent of a charter school.  Along the way I transitioned from one job to another 
in the Saint Louis Public Schools (SLPS) district before being asked to become a 
contributing administrator in three additional school districts. One of my proudest 
moments as a career educator/building principal came as I watched my students sit next 
to President George W. Bush who visited our school to recognize an urban schools’ 
accomplishment of earning the United States Department of Education Blue Ribbon 
honor for outstanding student achievement on the heels of earning Gold Star honor from 
                                                 
 
1 James MacGregor Burns, Leadership (New York: Harper & Row, 1978); R. N. Kanungo and M. Medonc, 
Ethical Dimensions of Leadership (London: Sage, 1996). 
2 Burns, Leadership; Bernard M. Bass, “Transformational Leadership: Industrial, Military, and Educational 
Impact (Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum, 1998).   
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the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) for 
outstanding student achievement under the mandates of the No Child Left Behind 
Legislation.  My lived experiences as an educator in the SLPS district, my transition to 
other urban districts, and my eyewitness accounts have prompted me to tell my story in 
retrospection using autoethnography to provide insight that may be of benefit to other 
educational leaders in urban education and beyond.3  Autoethnography details a style of 
autobiographical writing that employs narratives to explore an individual’s lived 
experiences.4  Autoethnography is a “highly personalized account that draws upon the 
experience of the author/researcher for the purposes of extending sociological 
understanding”.5  
 My journey to transformational leadership began with my mother as a child 
growing up watching her struggle in the early 1950’s.  My mother was the twelfth child 
of thirteen siblings, growing up on a farm in a small racially polarized community in 
southeast Missouri.  She had to leave home after eighth grade, travel to St. Louis, 
Missouri to live with an older sister.  My mother could not attend the local high school as 
it only educated white students. She chose to attend St. Joseph’s catholic high school, as 
her family embraced Catholicism and an older brother attended the school as well.  The 
school stood on the corner of Page and Whittier at the time and she graduated with her 
diploma in 1945.  My mother started her family in 1947 which interfered with her 
aspirations of becoming a nurse as she now had to provide food, clothing and shelter for 
                                                 
 
3 Darrell N. Caulley “Making Qualitative Research Reports Less Boring: The Techniques of Writing 
Creative Nonfiction,” Qualitative Inquiry, 14 (2008), 424-449 
4 Carolyn Ellis, "Heartful Autoethnography." Qualitative Health Research 9, no. 5 (1999): 669-683. 
5 Andrew Sparkes, "Autoethnography and Narratives of Self: Reflections on Criteria in Action," Sociology 
of Sport Journal 17 (2000): 21-43. 
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her children on her own.  She worked a number of jobs that included Glaser’s drugstore 
located in the area of Big Bend and Forest Park and the Coronado Hotel located on 
Lindell and Spring.  My mother eventually settled into working for wealthy white 
families cleaning their homes, cooking their meals and raising their children.  During this 
era, this kind of work became known as ‘day work’. Because my mother had been denied 
access to a free and unfettered education as promised by the constitution of Missouri, she 
continuously engrained in our young minds that failure to get a good education would not 
be an option in her home.      
 While she worked very long hours for very little pay, she trusted me to be ‘in 
charge’ during her absence.  My mother had already established the ‘blueprint’ for me to 
follow.  My watchful eyes followed how she demonstrated the vision and capacity to 
transform a two room apartment with a shared bathroom with another family which lived 
in the two room apartment on the east side of the bathroom, into a cozy, warm, 
structured, ordered inviting home for her family.  Our most treasured possessions were 
the many books that she brought home from her employers.  She loved reading all 
manner of books, newspapers, magazines and passed that love of reading on to us with an 
updated version of the importance of getting an education that included a new caveat, her 
fervent comment: without an education you may as well put a gun to your head and pull 
the trigger.  I did not understand at the time but I would come to completely understand 
the full measure of her statement.       
 As the books became central in our make-believe world, I pretended to be the 
teacher and my siblings, the students.  I knew that I aspired to be a teacher.  I continued 
to watch my mother’s approach of meeting the challenges of life with steadfastness in the 
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face of adversity, perseverance, a vision of the possibilities, personal commitment, 
unconditional love, a quiet calm under pressure, and the uncanny ability to make a way 
out of no way.  I have come to understand through hindsight that she helped me to craft 
my early leadership skills, critical thinking, ability to manage people (my siblings), the 
intestinal fortitude to be unwilling to compromise my conviction and character.  Years 
later I came to know that my mother had exposed me to transformational leadership 
which embodies trust in others, awareness of others’ emotions, and the value of the 
power of hope against seemingly unattainable goals and aspirations.  Her beliefs, lived 
experiences, and expectations framed the person, friend, student, teacher, wife, mother, 
life-long learner, and transformational leader I would become in my personal and 
professional life.   The most enduring character trait that she shared with me above all 
else simply put: your words and actions must demonstrate truth – in other words do what 
you say you are going to do. It is my lived experiences as a transformational educator in 
SLPS, Wellston, Normandy, and Ethel Hedgeman Lyle Charter Academy along with my 
eyewitness accounts that have prompted me to tell my stories in retrospection using 
autoethnography to provide insight that may be of benefit to other educational leaders in 
urban education and beyond.   
St. Louis Public Schools (SLPS)  
I started my career as a classroom teacher at a non-integrated K-8 elementary 
school on the west side of the largest public school district in St. Louis, Missouri, in the 
early 1970s.  This once thriving community had become a crime-infested, gang-filled, 
illegal drug trafficked area riddled with vacant residences/businesses described by law 
enforcement as having the highest crime rate in the city.  The high rates of crimes 
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coupled with generational poverty adversely impacted many of the families of students 
attending the school, which became my first-year teaching assignment.      
 The ensuing assignments included a short teaching experience at Mullanphy 
Elementary as a displaced teacher assigned to establish the Title I reading classroom.  
This job opportunity informed my decision to seek a reading certification (Kg – 12) by 
returning to Harris Teachers College, which had transitioned to Harris Stowe State 
College.  I then transferred from Mullanphy to Williams Middle School as a writing 
enrichment teacher for the next eight years.  I designed and implemented a writing 
curriculum in the absence of an established/written curriculum provided by the school 
district.  It mattered to me to be able to provide a high quality instructional program, 
driven by hands-on engagement for my students.  This experience prompted my return to 
Harris Stowe State College, for additional training in creative writing.  
 In three years’ time, I returned to Williams Middle School as the instructional 
coordinator.  Then, the school district’s area superintendent selected and assigned me to 
the historic Harrison Elementary School as building principal (my first Principalship).  In 
the middle of my second year at Harrison Elementary, January 1993, I was reassigned to 
my former middle school, Williams, as the principal.  In that same meeting the area 
superintendent approached me regarding serving as the school district’s principals’ 
representative at the Superintendent’s cabinet meetings.  Considered an honor, I agreed.  
My journey to the Assistant Superintendent position at the central office continued to 
grow this time out of my transformational work as a building principal/lead learner at 
Pierre Laclede Elementary School.  My recruitment to the central office position of 
Executive Director for middle school education seemed a natural fit as I spent a great 
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portion of my career working with that age group with demonstrated success. I 
sequentially moved from the position of Executive Director of Middle Schools to the 
Assistant Superintendent of Priority Schools (low performing) and ended my career at 
SLPS as the Assistant Superintendent of Professional Development.  I brought my 
transformational skill, personal humility, and professional will to each location, position, 
and every challenge that I faced in the SLPS district which ultimately benefited staff with 
whom I interacted and student academic achievement.  
Wellston School District/State Appointed Board (SAB) 
The Superintendent/State Appointed Board (SAB) member recruited me to serve 
in the capacity of Assistant Superintendent/Chief Academic/Chief Operating Officer for 
the newly constituted Wellston School District.  This school district had been 
unaccredited for years and finally declared failed by DESE.  Upon receiving this 
recruitment phone call, I had only just retired from the St. Louis Public Schools district a 
week earlier.  The SAB did not provide a process or a blueprint to follow to reopen a 
failed public school district.  I relied on previous leadership experiences in the St. Louis 
Public Schools District that allowed me to formulate a guiding document, ‘Blueprint for 
Success’.  I utilized this document to direct all stakeholders (students, parents, 
teachers/staff, and the broader community) in their roles to reestablish the newly-formed 
Wellston School District.  The SAB determined the first day of school to be six weeks 
from my start date.  
The next steps to be taken to accomplish the goal of opening the seven schools in 
the district included but not limited to hiring competent staff in key positions that would 
earn points on the Missouri School Improvement Plan (MSIP), establishing attendance 
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goals for the elementary, middle, and secondary schools, insuring every building 
principal was certificated, establishing AP courses at the high school, ordering books and 
supplies, rewriting the Title 1 application to ensure additional monies to purchase 
necessary resources, and establishing teams of teachers to begin the work of curriculum 
development, engaging the broader community along with the school district to begin the 
work on the Wellston School District strategic plan.  Several challenges had to be met 
head on.  One centered on the high school, where students historically left the building, 
rode the metro link downtown, and ate lunch and returned to school for dismissal.                  
Another challenge involved the ‘paid professional’ (teachers, staff, and building 
principals).  The tone of the initial professional development meeting prior to school 
opening dealt specifically with professional responsibilities and accountability, on-task 
instruction and the learning process, and the impact of student attendance in all classes as 
a mechanism essential to meeting the accreditation requirements.  A difference in 
philosophy with the superintendent provided enough information for me to make an 
informed decision to submit my letter of resignation after the opening of school in 
October, 2006.  Three years later, the Wellston School District failed again, this occasion, 
under state supervision.  Once again, I brought my transformational skill, personal 
humility, and professional will to the first State of Missouri (DESE) public school district 
takeover. 
Normandy School District/Provisionally Accredited  
 Shortly after I submitted my letter of resignation to the Wellston School District 
(WSD), the human resource office of the Normandy School District (NSD) contacted me.  
The director of the office scheduled a meeting for me with the superintendent.   The 
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superintendent explained that she had followed by career in St. Louis Public Schools 
shortly after she assumed the duties of superintendent of the Normandy School District.  
She reminded me that we met briefly at a meeting at the Saint Louis Science Center 
regarding curriculum design.  By then I was serving in the Wellston School District.  We 
met again at an awards banquet where one of the principals in the NSD received an 
award.  The NSD superintendent indicated that she noticed that I did not attend a meeting 
with the WSD superintendent as customary and wondered if I would agree to join the 
NSD as an Effective Instructional Coordinator (EIC).  I agreed to join the NSD.   
  Upon my arrival to the district I assumed the role of coordinating MAP strategies 
across the district.  A job description did not exist and so the day-to-day schedule 
followed a day-to-day format.  The curriculum office provided the district-wide 
professional development and training.  Every professional development session was held 
at the high school and determined without input from the district principals, teachers and 
support staff.  At one of these professional development sessions I designed a MAP 
presentation for the staff titled MAP: 39 days and counting.  Immediately following the 
training session the news media asked the superintendent to discuss next steps regarding 
additional MAP preparation. This interview earmarked one of the few times the media 
seemed interested in the NSD. The superintendent insisted that I go to every school and 
reiterate those strategies. 
 The Board of Education in the NSD had been slow in deciding whether or not to 
extend the contract of the superintendent so she applied to an out-of-state district and 
received the position of superintendent of schools.   The superintendent called all of the 
central office staff together to share that she would be leaving and if they had any 
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questions concerning the district, I would be a good resource.  She also insisted that I 
apply for the vacant superintendent position and shared that I displayed a great deal of 
humility for a person who received a great deal of notoriety for increasing student 
achievement that met and exceeded local and state benchmarks.   
 I appreciated the out-going superintendent’s recognition of my transformational 
leadership.  Her words provided the encouragement that I needed to remain with the NSD 
upon her departure.  I applied for the Director of Curriculum, interviewed, and received 
the promotion.  This position allowed me to bring my transformational skill set, personal 
humility, and professional will to an important cornerstone of the district responsible for 
curriculum, instruction, and assessment.   
Ethel Hedgeman Lyle Academy Charter School  
 The Ethel Hedgeman Lyle Academy (EHLA) Charter School, one of the oldest 
charter schools established in St. Louis, Missouri in 2000, sponsored initially by Harris-
Stowe State University, decided to dissolve its relationship with Imagine Schools, Inc. a 
Virginia-based for profit charter school Management Company at the end of the 2007-
2008 school year.  The dissolution of their partnership allowed the Alpha Kappa Alpha 
sorority to establish themselves as the Legal Education Authority (LEA).  Missouri 
Baptist University assumed the sponsorship of the charter school and provided minimal 
assistance to the school in the form of a liaison person who received compensation from 
the funds allocated to the charter. 
 The EHLA Board of Directors moved to secure a location for the middle and high 
school students to relocate them from the Imagine School location.  The EHLA Board 
settled on a building that needed renovation in order to accommodate students.  The 
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EHLA Board of Directors initiated a search for a school superintendent.  I applied for the 
position, however, they elected to retain a retired Superintendent to provide the 
leadership for the academy. The Superintendent placed a series of recruitment calls to 
convince me to serve as the Associate Superintendent.  Again, as in the WSD, I accepted 
the position and brought my transformational skill set, personal humility, and 
professional will to the challenge of restoring EHLA. 
Purpose Summary 
 This dissertation detailed my lived experiences in urban education as a way to 
teach, inform, validate, challenge, and sensitize the reader and educational practitioners 
who aspire to lead in an urban environment. 
Purpose 
I have come to realize that my lived experiences as a transformational leader can 
have a positive impact on current educational practitioners who also aspire to become 
educational leaders in an urban environment and beyond.  I have remained engaged in all 
aspects of educational leadership (i.e. coach, mentor, educational grant writer, and 
consultant) in an effort to remain current with educational literature and trends.  I have 
transitioned from being a building-level practitioner, principal, and senior level 
administrator into a doctoral student.  William Bridges gave real meaning to transitioning 
from one job to another, and from one career to another: My transitions proved to be 
internal, personal, and private with psychological implications.6  This transition has been 
characterized as The Third Chapter of my life’s journey, and autoethnography will serve 
                                                 
 




as the vehicle to engage the reader around my lived experiences.  The renowned 
sociologist Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot declared: “We must develop a compelling vision of 
later life, one that does not assume a trajectory of decline but recognizes this as a time of 
potential change, growth, and new learning, a time when our courage gives us hope.”7  I 
have identified my purpose for this research project with Erik Erikson’s theory of 
generativity which speaks to the impulse within individuals, like myself, to nurture and 
guide the next generation of educational leaders charged with increasing student 
academic achievement in the urban schools and beyond.  For me, my purpose 
accomplishes ‘giving back’, ‘giving forward’, and ‘leaving a legacy’.8   
 I bring a personal perspective to this research study as an ‘insider’.  During my 
service as an educational coach, mentor, and interviewer of aspiring principals, I 
witnessed a paradigm shift of current public school leaders’ view versus a veteran public 
school leader’s views on leadership that impacts student academic achievement.  The 
current leaders lacked the ability to listen and receive historical information/experiences 
relative to effective practical educational leadership.  These interactions with youthful 
administrators armed me with the energy and purpose to understand that my work is 
incomplete.  I am now challenged to share a wealth of educational knowledge and lived 
experiences that has proven to positively impact student academic achievement in urban 
public schools.  The past has the ability to illuminate the future. 
 
 
                                                 
 
7 Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot, The Third Chapter: Passion, Risk, and Adventure in the 25 Years after 50 (New 
York, NY: Sarah Crichton Books, 2009), book jacket.  
8 Erik H. Erikson, Childhood and Society (New York, NY: W. W. Norton, 1950); Erik H. Erikson, Identity 
and the Life Cycle (New York, NY: W. W. Norton, 1959); Erik H. Erikson, The Life Cycle 






Definition of Terms 
Autoethnography – “highly personalized account that draws upon the experience of the 
author/researcher for the purposes of extending sociological understanding”.9 
Instructional Coordinator – building-level administrator responsible for the coordination 
of the instructional program 
Missouri Assessment Program (MAP) – the assessment instrument used by the state of 
Missouri to gauge student academic achievement 
Participant Observation – the researcher is active in the scene.10 
Thick Description – explaining cultures and events using many details, commentary, 
conceptual structures, and interpretive meanings.11 
Transformational Leadership – is a style of leadership whereby the leader conceives a 
vision and uses it to inspire their subordinates to work beyond themselves for the best 
interest of the organization.12 
Verisimilitude – the writing is clear, engaging and full of expected ideas.13 
 
Significance of the Study 
 
                                                 
 
9 Andrew Sparkes, "Autoethnography and Narratives of Self: Reflections on Criteria in Action," Sociology 
of Sport Journal 17 (2000): 21-43. 
10 Paul Atkinson and Martyn Hammersley, "Ethnography and Participant Observation," in Handbook of 
Qualitative Research (eds.) Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 
1994). 
11 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973).  
12 James MacGregor Burns, Leadership (New York: Harper & Row, 1978) 




 Personal narratives regarding lived experiences are therapeutic and assists the 
researcher’s understanding of their unique story.14 These stories project storylines that 
grab the readers’ attention and disclose our social selves.15  My story is relevant to all 
persons who strive to lead in the educational environment.  It uses story to outline 
leadership and management style, organization and structure, along with strategies 
utilized to raise student achievement. 
Literature Review 
 This autoethnographic study will share my cultural experience as a 
transformational leader in urban education.  Public education in large urban areas 
populated by poor minority students of color within the inner-city and inner-ring 
suburban districts has come to be known as urban education.  Minority Black and brown 
children comprise 90% of the student body in these urban educational centers.  This high 
ratio of minority students’ challenges public education to be different and demands 
massive changes in curriculum, instructional program, and teacher commitment.  
Children in urban education bring many issues to school with them as opposed to their 
white counterparts.  They are plagued by poor health, inadequate motivation, 
malnutrition, and lack of basic learning skills.16  In any effort to address the inherent 
                                                 
 
14 Christine E. Kiesinger, “My Father's Shoes: The Therapeutic Value of Narrative Reframing.” in 
Ethnographically Speaking: Autoethnography, Literature, and Aesthetics, eds., Arthur P. Bochner 
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issues/problems encountered in the urban educational environment, educational leaders 
must account for factors different from those outside of the urban educational setting.   
Higher standards and testing strategies implemented by the researcher demonstrated that 
schools serving highly challenged, high-poverty student enrollments, the kind of school 
for which the researcher provided leadership, and commonly labeled failed, succeeded in 
an urban environment.  This success in an urban environment, led by the vision of a 
transformational leader, supported by data-driven decisions, and implementation of 
newly-framed expectations precipitated the need for organizational change. 
 Organizational change is a set of testable ideas and practices about how social 
institutions and school systems can produce individual satisfaction and sustainable 
organizational results guided by an integrated theory of practice aimed at increasing the 
effectiveness of organizations.17  Organizational change is a process of radically altering 
the organization’s strategic direction, including fundamental changes in structures, 
processes, and behaviors resulting from transformational leadership.  A significant body 
of research has indicated that public school leaders can   make change happen in their 
organizations.18  Researchers have determined that the implementation of planned change 
generally required that transformational leaders verify the need for change and persuade 
other members of the organization and important external stakeholders that the change is 
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necessary.19  Researchers noted how public school leaders’ attempt to take advantage of 
mandates, political windows of opportunity, student data and external influences to verify 
and communicate the need for change.20  As a transformational leader, the researcher has 
created and lived through organizational change pursuant to the vision of all students 
achieving at high levels.  
 The St. Louis Public Schools district, a more diverse community of learners prior 
to the 1970s, transitioned to an urban educational school district.  The school district 
began a gradual academic decline, loss of White student enrollment, and residential racial 
segregation continued containing Black students in their neighborhood schools resulting 
in overcrowding.  This situation continued unchecked for years until the state of Missouri 
downgraded its accreditation status to provisional.  A significant decrease in student 
enrollment, Black and White, school building surplus, and a looming budget deficit led 
the “St. Louis Board of Education to award a $5 million, 13-month contract to a private 
‘turnaround’ company, Alvarez & Marsal, to run its urban school district (81% Black 
student enrollment).”21  Under this arrangement, William Roberti a nontraditional 
candidate and former executive with the Brooks Brothers clothing chain, became the 
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interim superintendent.22  Sadly, accountability in the urban setting means simply 
coercion, control, and budget-slashing.23  The St. Louis Public School district, an urban 
public school district which encompasses the city of St. Louis only, became the first 
urban school district in the country involved in a nontraditional turnaround initiative led 
by a nontraditional superintendent supported by the mayor and the business community.24  
The nontraditional superintendent also supported charter schools.  
 In the 1980s, Ray Budde introduced the concept of charter schools.  Former 
president of the American Federation of Teachers, Albert Shanker, supported the charter 
school concept as a means of increasing choice options for parents.  Charter schools can 
be perceived as private and or public institutions.  Advocates of charter schools possess 
two unique viewpoints.  One group portends that charter schools pave the way to a full 
voucher system of public education.  Other supporters espouse that charters challenge 
public schools to reform to prevent a possible transition to a voucher system.25 
In his book Managing Transitions, William Bridges (1991) distinguished between 
‘change’ which he described as external, contextual, and public, and ‘transitions’, which 
are internal, private, and psychological.  Change for individuals is easy as they simply 
make a shift in the environment—the new boss—the new policy—the new project—
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whereas transitions, for individuals, are more emotionally demanding.26  My transition 
from career educator, to Grammy, to doctoral student is Erik Erickson’s description of 
adult development as an opportunity for growth rather than a loss of capacity.  It is his 
penultimate stage of generativity that is most relevant to the learning and growth of 
people like me, the researcher, as I move into my ‘Third Chapter’.  By generativity, Erik 
Erickson referred to the impulse within individuals to nurture and guide the next 
generation.27  The researcher’s goal as a career educator is to utilize the cumulative 
resources; educative skills, access to human capital networks, and effective leadership 
experiences for the benefit of the next generation of educators and the broader 
community. 
The researcher will use the theoretical framework of transformational leadership 
and its impact on organizational change to provide the reader with specific details of 
transformational leadership that is essential in promoting and sustaining student academic 
achievement in urban education.  Transformational leaders learn to balance change 
efforts while maintaining established school traditions. This autoethnography will 
encompass what thirty years of research tells us about the effect of transformational 
leadership on student achievement.28     
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This approach challenges the traditional ways of doing research that is impacted 
by social constructs and politics.29   Autoethnography chronicles the personal experiences 
of an individual that is directly connected to the research process and uses two styles of 
writing, autobiographical and ethnographic.   Ethnography is an intellectual elaborate 
venture of thick description.30  An “ethnographic autobiography is defined as a life story 
used in ways that implicate a sociocultural rather than a psychological interpretation.”31  
Autoethnography captures the attention of the reader and causes them to think about their 
own personal conditions and interactions with others.32  I will share my personal 
experiences using autoethnography to identify relevant observations about my 
participation in the scene being discussed.33     
 My study will invest in showing the reader encounters full of rich details.  In 
retelling my story of lived experiences the reader is drawn into the story as a distant 
observer.  The reader can therefore appreciate and understand my story as a potential 
eyewitness.34 
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Ethnographies are a thick description of a culture.35  Autoethnographic narratives 
are personal stories about the author’s academic and personal life.36   
Personal narratives propose to understand a self or some aspect of a life as it 
intersects with a cultural context, connect to other participants as co-researchers, 
and invite readers to enter the author's world and to use what they learn there to 
reflect on, understand, and cope with their own lives.37   
Personal narratives have been found to be controversial research because 
autoethnography allows only for the perspective of the researcher.38 
 In autoethnography, the researcher often changes names and places to achieve 
anonymity.39  For this study, as an autoethnographer, assuming the role of an 
autobiographer, the researcher has chosen to identify people, time frames, and places.40  
Autobiographers share remembered moments that have significant impact on the course 
of an individual’s life.  Arthur P. Bochner and Carolyn Ellis defined these moments as 
“epiphanies”.41  Epiphanies may be identified as a transformative experience by some 
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while others think of them as recollections, images, and feelings.42  As the researcher, I 
will produce a thick description of my lived experiences as a transformational leader.43  
Thick description creates a vision of the story for the reader through repetition of 
feelings, incidents, and results.44  During times of existential crisis, individuals are forced 
to analyze and focus on their lived experiences.45  Reflections on my lived experiences, 
from the classroom to central office, have prompted me to share successful strategies that 
can be replicated, duplicated, and initiated in a way to help more students succeed 
academically in a world not designed for their success.  It is this reflection that gave rise 
to this study.   
 An important concept in qualitative research is ‘thick description.’  The use of 
thick description is to thickly describe social action; to begin to interpret it by recording 
‘lived experiences’.  This interpretive characteristic of description makes details thick.46  
Ethnography is an intellectual elaborate venture of thick description.47  It presents detail, 
emotion, and a web of social and professional relationships that join individuals to 
activities and professional outcomes.  Thick description illuminates experiences and 
provides intimate details for person or persons connected with the historical experience.48  
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This technique is essential, instrumental, and systematically used to convey to the reader 
the impact of my professional career on changing the trajectory of the urban educational 
organizations in which I had the privilege to lead.   
Transformational Leadership 
 As the practitioner, I understood the importance of balancing my personal 
development and having the presence of mind to develop those with whom I served.  This 
foresight sets the stage of inclusion where all stakeholders understood their responsibility 
for raising student academic achievement that ultimately benefited students.49  According 
to James M. Burns and Bernard M. Bass, transformational leaders identify a vision, 
convince followers to embrace the vision, and implement agreed upon strategies in the 
best interest of the organization.50  As the oldest sibling in the home, my mother relied on 
me for a small measure of support.  She called me an ‘old soul’ as I paid attention and 
could look at my mom and determined she needed my support.  I learned early to 
incorporate problem-solving strategies as a means of getting stuff done and because the 
family’s mere survival depended on the ability to simultaneously think and act under 
pressure.51  As a transformational leader, understanding my role, I chose to serve as 
coach and teacher for district leaders and staff members.52  That model evidenced itself 
throughout my professional career.  It was incumbent upon me as the transformational 
leader in charge of engaging reluctant staff to participate in moving the school forward; I 
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would use coaching and modeling strategies to inspire them, build their self-confidence, 
and instill an ‘I can do’ attitude.  This process facilitated their execution of the assigned 
task.  My staff and I received the reward of success during and upon completion of the 
task.  Initial anxiety, reluctance, and fear transformed to excitement on a job well done.   
As the transformational leader in four urban educational organizations, I possessed the 
ability to facilitate professional educators to embrace the concept of educating at-risk 
students to high levels of academic achievement.  Every educator possesses the ‘value-
added’ capacity.  I challenged the staff(s) to internalize valued outcomes and motivated 
them to establish collaborative teams negating thoughts rooted primarily in self-interest.  
Research has shown that women adopt democratic and participative leadership styles in 
education.53  In the context of transformational leadership, my leadership style 
encompassed these attributes; interpersonal-oriented, charismatic, democratic, sensitive, 




  I selected autoethnography as the research design, because it allowed me to use 
narratives to tell my story and convey my personal and professional experience as a 
transformational leader from the classroom to central office.  As a method, 
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autoethnography combines characteristics of autobiography and ethnography.  When 
writing an autobiography, an author selectively writes about past experiences. These 
experiences are assembled using hindsight.55  Ethnography is the kind of intellectual 
effort known to use ‘thick description’ while pursuing the systematic routines of data 
collection that lead to examples of shaped behaviors.56  As the autoethnographer and the 
researcher in this study, I will transport the reader via thick descriptions of past events 
into the actual moment of ‘happening’.  Norman K. Denzin defined autoethnography as a 
methodological innovation characterized as recent ‘moments’ of qualitative inquiry.57 
Autoethnography 
 The purpose of this autoethnographic study is to provide thick descriptions of my 
lived experiences as a transformational leader, in a manner to engage the reader using the 
concept of verisimilitude, and allow the readers to reflect on their own professional 
educational careers and their personal impact on effecting student academic achievement.  
I will utilize a form of narrative inquiry, autoethnography, as the analytical tool to 
explicate the research in this study.     
I will present a history of a self-related autoethnographic study that is directly driven by 
retrospection.  As the researcher, I represent what Robert Merton termed “the ultimate 
participant in a dual participant-observer role.”58  I propose to include as a main feature 
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complete member researcher (CMR) status, accompanied by analytical reflexivity and the 
narrative visibility of the researcher’s self.59  The researcher in this autoethnography uses 
reflexivity.   Reflexivity is the use of introspection that allows the researcher to 
understand self as well as others’ role in the story.60  According to Paul A. Atkinson, 
Amanda Coffey, and Sara Delamont, as an autoethnographer/author, I presented myself 
as an integral part of the story I am telling.61  
Thick Description 
 Clifford Geertz argued that thick description is a process of writing to explain 
events, commentary, and interactions that have occurred in a natural setting using many 
details.62  The use of thick description will help determine the relationships developed 
between the researcher’s lived experiences, identified participants, and the readers. 63  I 
will use my unique voice to develop an emotional connection that invites the reader to 
hear my story in a way that I choose to share.64 
Qualitative  
 The autoethnography is a form of qualitative research design that is descriptive, 
contextual, and allows each reader to gain insight into the historical context of my 
professional career as a transformational leader.  According to Pamela J. Brink and 
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Marilyn J. Wood, a qualitative study aims to understand the reasons behind a particular 
phenomenon constructed between participants and their lived experiences.65  The 
researcher’s recall of lived experiences forms the foundation of this autoethnographic 
study.66 
Data Collection 
 The recall of my personal story will comprise the major part of my data 
collection.  The researcher’s lived experiences are authentic and can be verified using 
artifacts such as newspaper accounts, magazines, work-related emails, and congratulatory 
letters/personal emails.67  This study will be conveyed to the reader, peers, and broader 
audience through the researcher’s reflective writing.68 
 Autoethnography places value on the researcher’s personal and professional 
experiences.  The researcher’s experiences represent the core story. My retrospective 
account will include a collection of artifacts to support my professional lived 
experience.69  The initial source of data will come from the researcher’s memory, an 
acceptable source in autoethnographic work.70 
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 I will use data analysis, an inductive process, to derive meaning from collected 
data in this study.71  Data analysis can be conducted at the same time that data is being 
collected.  The data analysis will focus on the people, events, and cultural interactions 
within my lived experiences and detailed using thick descriptions.72   From a thorough 
reading and re-reading of the narrative, the emergence of recurring ideas, events, 
circumstances, and settings will be individually identified, catalogued, and coded into 
distinct categories/themes.73 
 Research findings are not meaningful or consequential unless it can be used to 
assist others.  “The process of research is incomplete until the researcher can 
communicate his or her understandings clearly, persuasively, and effectively.”74  The 
goal of my research is to reach, inspire, and inform an audience of aspiring and current 
school leaders of the impact of transformational leadership in urban education. 
 
Chapter 2 
St. Louis Public Schools (SLPS) 
Pierre Laclede Elementary as Beginning Teacher 
In the 1971-1972 school year, I started my career as a classroom teacher at Pierre 
Laclede, a non-integrated K-8 elementary school on the west side of the largest public 
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school district.  This once thriving community had become a crime-infested, gang-filled, 
illegal drug trafficked area riddled with vacant residences/businesses described by law 
enforcement as having the highest crime rate in the city.  The high rates of crimes 
coupled with generational poverty adversely influenced many of the families of students 
attending the school, which became my first-year teaching assignment in the St. Louis 
Public Schools (SLPS) district.  The SLPS district encompasses the city of St. Louis only.   
My first class of sixth-grade students (32 students) filled the small classroom.  I 
taught all subjects along with art, music, and physical education.  One of my most 
striking remembrances is the style of leadership practiced by the building principal.  As a 
novice teacher, not knowing the technical term, I can only say that she was a screamer.   
My classroom on the second floor of the building did not mute her booming voice.  She 
ruled the school with an ironclad fist and did not allow the teaching staff to engage one 
another.  The second floor teachers remained isolated from the first floor teachers.  
Teachers acquiesced to the inability to mingle.  The school climate alienated staff, their 
voices muted out of fear of the leadership, which eliminated collaboration beyond the 




My area assistant superintendent routinely made site visits and offered 
suggestions and recommendations to the two first-year teachers in the building, which 
included myself, and a female white teacher.  He later shared that the real purpose for his 
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visits focused on determining why student behavior in my classroom differed greatly 
from my white colleague’s students’ classroom behavior.  His experience in my 
classroom varied from his observation of my first year colleague, who struggled with 
discipline and classroom management.  In the absence of discipline and classroom 
management, instruction lagged and time-on-task appeared non-existent in my 
colleagues’ classroom.  My relationship with my students grew and continued to blossom 
with this first year assignment. 
The personality and cultural background of the teacher has long been considered a 
critical factor in the urban classroom.76  Teachers are cultural beings with their own 
beliefs, biases and assumptions regarding children of color.  White teachers who decide 
to work with urban youth must articulate and examine the values implicit in the western, 
white middle class orientation of schools.  My white colleague struggled due to her 
inability to display cultural responsiveness and acquire cultural content knowledge.77 
My relationship/connection with my students, a product of cultural 
connectedness, evolved naturally and with little effort.  I came to my teaching assignment 
armed with a complete understanding and experience of being culturally responsive to 
urban youth.  My cultural content knowledge learned growing up in an urban 
environment of home, school, and neighborhood eliminated any hint of fear, intimidation, 
and lack of understanding of the students’ daily challenges before reaching school.  My 
mechanism for classroom management and discipline focused on maintaining a calm 
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voice, verbal and non-verbal communication, and zone of proximity without interrupting 
classroom instruction.  The area superintendent recognized/noted during several site 
visitations my ability to organize, manage, and remain connected to students during 
classroom instruction.  From that point, the assistant superintendent used me to model for 
my counterparts who struggled in his jurisdiction for what a first-year teacher could 
accomplish.  Consequently, my classroom became an instructional laboratory for 
struggling first-year teachers.  He inspired me to look beyond myself and work on behalf 
of others, which is one of the characteristics of transformational leadership.78 
My tenure at Pierre Laclede included moving from my initial sixth-grade 
classroom responsible for all subjects to an eighth grade cluster comprised of four 
teachers.  At a grade-level team meeting, I suggested a plan that allowed each team 
member to become responsible for a specific content area.  The content areas consisted of 
reading, math, science, and social studies.  The grade-level team and the school 
leadership accepted the plan and I chose to teach reading.  My embrace of 
transformational leadership grew out of this experience with my eighth-grade level 
teammates.  I had created a vision, identified the need for change, and guided the change 
through inspiration, which are attributes of transformational leadership.79 
It became apparent that I needed to connect what my students learned in the 
classroom to the world of work, career possibilities, and future employment.  That vision 
prompted me to connect my students with the broader community by inviting 
accomplished career-minded role models to share how school/education prepared them 
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for their careers.  The possibility of bridging students to accomplished professionals 
became the forerunner to the establishment of valuable community partnerships.  The 
desire to connect the elementary school (K-8) to the broader community led to my 
association/recognition as the ‘Citizen of the Month’ presented by the local up-and-
coming media personality Bernie Hayes.  That friendship/association continues to this 
day.80  During this period, the SLPS district is embroiled in controversy relating to 
desegregation of the public school district.  
In response to charges of intentional resegregation of the SLPS district in 1963, 
Board President Daniel L. Schlafly established a Citizens Advisory Committee (CAC) to 
investigate and render a resolution regarding the charges of intentional resegregation of 
the district’s schools.  The CAC recommended to the Board the integration of the 
teaching staff.  Superintendent Phillip J. Hickey resisted the recommendation and 
recommended to the Board that the Board support his position, thereby allowing only 
voluntary transfers of teachers, rather than enforced transfers to achieve integration of the 
district’s teaching staff.  The Board voted to support Hickey’s plan.81 
In 1974, a unique opportunity presented itself at a district-wide workshop.  I took 
advantage of a collaboration between the SLPS district had with Northeast Missouri State 
University located in Kirksville, Missouri (now Truman State University).  Selected 
SLPS district teachers could take masters level courses offered at a local St. Louis 
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metropolitan area location (St. Charles High School in St. Charles, Missouri) with the 
stipulation that six of the 30-hours requirement be taken on the campus in Kirksville, 
Missouri.  The SLPS district supported/paid for the professional development opportunity 
to train future teacher/building leaders.  I selected educational leadership as my focus.  I 
earned my master’s degree in educational administration along with principal 
certification (k-8) in 1975. 
The SLPS district continued to be plagued with the issue of segregation.  With 
that issue as the backdrop, Minnie Liddell filed a lawsuit against the SLPS district for fair 
and equal education for Black students.  The district elected to move teachers of color in 
an effort to balance the staff which in laymen’s’ terms means moving Black teachers 
from the non-integrated schools on the north side of the district to integrated schools on 
the south side of the district.  As the school year ended in 1978, I learned as the teacher 
with the lowest seniority on the staff   roster, that an involuntary transfer meant a 
relocation to integrate the school teaching staff on the south side of the district, a 
consequence of the ongoing litigation started by Minnie Liddell.  The Board’s plan to 
integrate the teaching staff called staff balancing.  I received my first reassignment from 
Pierre Laclede on the north to Mullanphy Elementary on the south side of the district. 
Mullanphy Elementary School as Teacher 
 As summer 1978 passed, I began to experience anxiety building in anticipation of 
my new teaching position.  Consequently, I reported early to Mullanphy to meet the 
building principal and get my room assignment.  In his absence, the school secretary 
informed me of my classroom number and grade level (fifth grade).  The principal had 
not been available for my early arrival.  Several days later quite by accident, I 
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unknowingly met the principal.  I stopped a gray-haired man, dressed in overalls, 
bandana tied around his neck, and smoking a pipe, that I mistakenly believed to be the 
building custodian to inquire about cleaning supplies, books, and other fifth grade 
materials.  This man responded efficiently to my requests and returned to my classroom 
with the requested items that I used to begin assembling my classroom.  At the close of 
the day, the school secretary informed me of my 9:00 am meeting the following morning 
with the principal.  At last, I would meet the building principal.       
 Upon coming face-to-face with the principal, Acme Price, I could only gasp in 
sheer surprise that I had mistakenly believed this man to be the custodian.  As we 
exchanged greetings, I shared my teaching experiences while he shared his expectations 
for me as a fifth grade teacher.  I also learned in this meeting that he had retired from the 
military in a position where he honed his command leadership style.  My first year under 
his tutelage taught me how to engage the staff in planning, encourage their ideas, 
participation, and create a positive learning environment for students.  What I most 
admired about this principal: his position regarding any ideas or suggestions – is it good 
for children?  The school year ended and I reflected on the most valuable lesson of all; 
the impact of leadership on teaching and learning.   He practiced a different kind of 
leadership that encompassed several styles: at times, he displayed command, contingency 
and adaptive leadership styles.82  I had learned the theoretical framework of leadership in 
my master’s program.  However, working with Mr. Price allowed me to see the practical 
application of effective leadership. 
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 This experience changed my life in two significant ways: first, it strengthened my 
belief in the power of focused and consistent leadership.  While the racial makeup of the 
Mullanphy staff, Blacks and white females became diverse, the principal, a man of color, 
did not scream.  The second life-altering experience came when I began to work with 
white students unaccustomed to teachers of color.  SLPS district policy allowed students 
to travel home for lunch.  One white student, a male, complained to his parents regarding 
my level of classroom structure and accountability.  The parents phoned the school 
principal and challenged the school principal to reprimand me regarding my interaction 
with their child.  The complaint may have bothered me had not my mother instilled in me 
as a child that truth needs no defense.  The parent, the child, and I resolved our cultural 
differences and he learned along with the other students that all people are the same and 
come in different shades. 
 I recognized during this teaching assignment under the mentorship of Acme Price 
that my purpose in education hinged on my ability to inspire others.  This opportunity 
strengthened my belief in the power of a focused vision, consistency, and the ability to 
guide others.  I would later learn that this type of leadership represented transformational 
leadership.83  
 The 1978-1979 school year ended uneventfully.  The summer melted into August 
and it was time to return to work.  In July, I discovered my pregnancy and wondered how 
pregnancy might affect my new grade level/classroom assignment: as the eighth grade-
reading teacher.  Mr. Price, however, congratulated me and insisted that all would be 
well.  My position as the reading teacher, over the course of the school year interacting 
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with my students, informed my decision to seek a reading certification (Kg – 12) by 
returning to Harris Teachers College, which had transitioned to Harris Stowe State 
College. 
 A challenge inherent in pregnancy surfaced.  While I managed to arrive at the 
school each morning on time, on many occasions, I excused myself from the classroom to 
attend to morning sickness.  During those occasions, my students embraced my 
condition, remained attentive to their assignments, and practiced self-discipline. My 
colleagues also rallied around my classroom absences and kept a watchful eye over the 
entire situation ensuring the safety of students.  In addition, my students performed 
random acts of kindness such as carrying my book bag to the car and bringing in 
homemade lunch for my enjoyment each day.  The care exhibited my students caused me 
to approach Mr. Price to request input regarding my replacement. I approached the 
principal to inquire about my replacement so as I could be an integral part of the 
transition.  Mr. Price agreed to allow me to share/train my replacement on differentiated 
reading instructions utilized in my classroom.  This interaction afforded me the 
comfortability that my replacement would provide continuity of instruction.84  Two 
weeks into my maternity leave, my only child, Olivia, entered the world.  I remained on 
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maternity leave through the end of the school year, and prompted by my job-related 
experiences in reading, I earned reading certification (kg-12) prior to returning. 
 I returned to Mullanphy for the start of the 1980-1981 school year.  Upon my 
arrival, I learned that the district had reassigned my mentor, Mr. Price, to Williams 
Middle School as the principal.  I lost my position as the eighth grade-reading teacher, 
leaving me without teaching duties.  I reported to work every day, sat on the bench 
outside the principal’s office, where I remained for the entire school day.  The newly 
appointed principal showed no interest or concern.  This inactivity/lack of teaching 
assignment went on consistently for several weeks.  I finally approached the principal and 
suggested that I could prepare the reading lab for students and serve as the teacher until 
the assigned reading teacher reported.  The principal agreed and allowed me to proceed 
upon my recommendation.  Of course, my recommendation grew out of my personal love 
of reading, my experience as the eighth grade-reading teacher, but most importantly my 
frustration with the laissez faire leadership style of the building principal.85 
Williams Middle School as Writing Enrichment Teacher 
 I struggled with the fact that as a certificated teacher with experience, I had to 
insist that the principal deploy me within the school as a teacher.  While I had prepared 
the reading room to receive students, I actually never had the opportunity to engage with 
them.  I had subsequently received a placement notice from the SLPS human resources 
department.  I could select a position for a newly created enrichment lab program.  The 
focus of the lab could be writing, math, or science in one of three non-integrated schools.  
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This initiative provided additional services and funding for those schools that remained 
very non-integrated.  The only school that seemed familiar to me happened to be 
Williams Middle where my former principal, Acme Price, had been transferred.  I chose 
to teach writing enrichment at Williams Middle School.  The decision to join Mr. Price’s 
staff came easily as I admired his respect for an inclusion of staff in decisions, his 
advocacy for children, and the fact that I had learned so much under his tutelage.  
 At Williams Middle School in my new position, I designed and implemented a 
writing curriculum in the absence of an established/written curriculum provided by the 
school district.  It mattered to me to be able to provide a high quality instructional 
program, driven by hands-on engagement for my students.  This experience prompted my 
return to Harris Stowe State College, for additional training in creative writing.  
 The enrichment lab staff consisted of a writing lab assistant, the classroom 
teacher, and myself.  The design of the program mandated that the classroom teacher 
accompany and interact with their respective classes twice a week.  The small space 
allocated for the enrichment lab, wedged between the principal’s office, assistant 
principal, and the counselor’s office began as a challenge for the six, seven, and eighth 
grade students.  However, the limited space did not inhibit the students’ productivity, 
enthusiasm, and achievement.  To enhance the instructional component, I connected the 
writing lab to the Jeff-Vander-Lou community center.  A very non-descript building on 
Easton Avenue (now Dr. Martin Luther King Drive) housed a state of the art multi-media 
lab.  The students learned how to operate a camera, take pictures, and develop those 
pictures in a dark room at the facility.  Inspired by possibilities, the students and I 
replicated a dark room from a mop closet in the school building next to the enrichment 
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lab.  In addition to writing, my students had also become photojournalists.  Students 
wrote stories to accompany the photographs.  I fully understood that the school 
community partnership is an essential component to promote students’ social, emotional, 
and intellectual development.  Any opportunity to engage students in real-world 
experiences always extends their in-school learning.  These connections of enrichment 
outside of the confines of the school building are invaluable.86  The ability to serve and 
transform students’ personal views on the values of education and its connection to future 
employment opportunities further cemented the power of my transformational 
leadership.87 
Clay Elementary School as Preschool Instructional Coordinator 
 I spent the next six years at Williams Middle School as the writing enrichment 
teacher until another opportunity presented itself when my curiosity led me to an 
advertised opening in pre-school as an instructional coordinator/parent educator.  I 
applied and again, an interview committee selected me for the position.  The Clay 
Elementary School served as the host site for the pre-school program.  While I served as 
the pre-school instructional coordinator, the program design included two other staff 
members.  One staff member served as a teaching assistant while the second staff 
member maintained all of the required documentation for the federally-funded program.  
The most critical document, an instructional performance checklist, identified student 
strengths and weaknesses.  This document’s content served as the connection that guided 
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the discussion between parents and pre-school staff when we made the required home 
visits.  Both members of the team had prior pre-school experience before joining me at 
the Clay School.  They did not extend themselves to offer any 
suggestions/recommendations to me as the neophyte around school operations.  I had to 
prepare myself for the position by reading relevant early childhood literature, earn their 
support by identifying the needed change for our group dynamics, create the vision to 
guide the change, and execute the change in tandem with them (tenets of transformational 
leadership).88 
 With the pre-school team’s conflict resolved and moving forward without any 
additional missteps over its first 30 months of operation, I encountered another challenge.  
The building principal, Frank Muehlhauser, who had chosen to treat the pre-school 
operation as an unwanted entity within the Clay School building, rarely interacting with 
my staff, my students, my parents, or myself approached me with a request to chair, plan, 
and execute the elementary school’s promotion activity in tandem with the pre-school’s 
end-of-year program.  I honored his administrative request, but I did not understand his 
rationale as my pre-school program stood in isolation to the rest of the school.  His 
leadership style resonated with me as an example of command leadership.89 
 My duties in the pre-school included four days of instruction for two half-day 
classes of three, four, and early 5 year olds.  On Fridays, I visited the homes of my 
students to engage and provide their parents with instructional packets to be used with 
their child.   Home visit programs are designed to increase and support parental 
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interaction with their children.90  My class composition included several instructional 
levels.  Therefore, each child’s packet included educational materials to meet their 
specific skill needs.  I wanted to create the kinds of school-family partnerships that raised 
student achievement, improved local communities, and increased public support for the 
children.91  Larry Ferlazzo and Lorie A. Hammond reported that family engagement 
produced better results for students, for families, for schools, and for their communities.92  
The level of parental engagement at the early childhood level cemented the trajectory that 
formalized my personal commitment to continue to include family and community 
engagement as an integral part of my educational tool kit ensuring academic success for 
all children. 
 While my pre-school program design targeted specifically disadvantaged early 
learners, age 3, 4, and early 5’s, who did not meet the requirements for entry into 
kindergarten, I dispelled the myth of low-income populations and their inherently low 
academic achievement.93  The students whom I served in this program had simply not 
been exposed to resources and experiences that enhanced their vocabulary.  Their 
responses on the diagnostic assessment instrument, used to determine their enrollment in 
the program, identified them as disadvantaged/learning delayed and in need of additional 
support services provided by the pre-school program.  However, in my mind and in their 
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parents’ minds, their children were not disadvantaged but in need of a nurturing quality 
education complete with enrichment opportunities.  After their students matriculated 
through my pre-school program, I encouraged parents to make application to the SLPS 
district’s magnet school program, which accepted them.  Meanwhile, controversy 
continued to plague the SLPS district.  During this period, I returned to Harris Stowe 
State College to earn the appropriate early childhood certification (birth to grade three).  
Williams Middle School as Instructional Coordinator 
 After three fulfilling years as the pre-school instructional coordinator, I returned 
to Williams Middle School as the instructional coordinator.  The road back to Williams 
Middle School came via a job opening for instructional coordinator and a personal 
request for my service from my previous mentor/coach/principal.  I experienced anxiety 
coupled with excitement at the opportunity to return to Williams Middle in a leadership 
capacity to enhance the teaching and learning process, which would ultimately affect 
student achievement in a positive manner.  I made the decision to interview for the 
position and subsequently returned to Williams Middle. 
 During this transition, the SLPS district established a court-ordered quality 
education program, referred to as ‘School of Emphasis’ (SOE), for the all-black or 
nonintegrated schools designed to provide students in segregated schools with extra 
enrichment programs within their neighborhood schools.  The SOE is a specialized focus 
decided at the school level to enhance instruction.  The SLPS guidelines stated the SOE 
program should not be remedial, duplicate existing required programs, or focus on areas 
receiving sufficient curricula attention. The program provided additional resources and 
funding to assist in its implementation.  While other SLPS schools selected themes 
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specific to reading, math, or science, I recommended that Williams Middle select a theme 
that would directly expose Williams Middle students to the world of work across the 
country.94  At the time, McDonnell-Douglas Corporation, headquartered in St. Louis, 
employed thousands of workers across the St. Louis metropolitan region and beyond.  
Armed with this insight, I mobilized and convinced the principal, Mr. Acme Price, and 
the Williams Middle School staff to accept and implement the specialized focus of 
aviation and aerospace, a new approach outside of their comfort zone.95   
 Williams Middle School set a precedent with the selection/adoption of my 
recommendation of aviation and aerospace as our SOE.  The next step to the 
implementation of the SOE would be to convince the McDonnell Douglas Corporation to 
support and adopt Williams Middle School’s SOE.  Williams Middle School became 
Williams Middle Aviation-Aerospace Middle School.   In their investigation of the 
separate and unequal school situations in the SLPS district, Amy Stuart Wells and Robert 
L. Crain noted that Williams Middle School had established a sophisticated SOE program 
built around a partnership with McDonnell-Douglas Aviation Corporation.96 This 
collaboration afforded Williams Middle School students access to mentors, shadowing 
opportunities in the aviation/aerospace industry, and field trip experiences to their factory 
and corporate operations.  McDonnell Douglas Corporation further formalized the 
partnership with Williams Middle School in the creation of an aviation/aerospace 
resource room at the Williams Middle school building.  The resource center replete with 
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donations of airplane parts, reading materials, furniture, lab coats, rocks from the moon, 
among other things.97 
 The acceptance of my recommendation for the SOE at Williams Middle School 
validated my embrace of transformational leadership.98  As a transformational leader, 
who understood the implication of including opportunities for students to interact with 
community-based companies, organizations, and volunteers, who are willing, eager, and 
committed to the development of future competent workers, I transitioned to an effective 
educational leader who stood on the   shoulders of my mentors, coaches, and colleagues 
to create, design, and advocate meaningful educational learning opportunities for all 
students within my sphere of influence.99  I fully understood that school/community 
partnerships are an essential ingredient to promote students’ social, emotional, and 
intellectual development.  Any opportunity to engage students’ participation in real work 
experiences extends their in-school learning beyond the confines of the building, which is 
invaluable.100 
 After a discussion with my husband regarding students’ interactions with a 
plethora of volunteers from McDonnell-Douglas, he recommended that I contact local 
members of the former Tuskegee Airmen.  “The Tuskegee Airmen, the first African 
American military aviators in the segregated United States armed forces, served during 
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World War II.”101  During the 1986-1987 school year, the chapter representative, Mr. 
Christopher Newman, interacted with the students sharing his life experiences, challenges 
of exclusion, segregation, and ultimate triumph over adversity.  He detailed the many job 
opportunities available for students to pursue in the realm of aviation and aerospace.102 
 The aviation/aerospace theme accorded students unique opportunities to visit, see, 
and experience the world of aviation beyond their neighborhood, but more importantly 
beyond the city of St. Louis.  A Field experience has been considered a critical part of 
instruction that supported in-class lectures, group assignments, and homework.103  Field 
experiences were supported, expected, and encouraged by SLPS leadership.  However, 
after a catastrophic field experience involving a student’s drowning at Meramec Caverns 
in May 1984, the St. Louis Board of Education declared a change in its policy regarding 
field experiences.  The changes related to field trip experiences that hinted of being 
dangerous to the well-being of students.  The district’s revised field trip policy 
specifically targeted and prohibited aquatic activities, amusement park visitation, the 
generic blanket field trip permission form (which in the past had been utilized to cover all 
expected field trip experiences for an upcoming year at the beginning of the school year), 
and the never-before requested airline travel-related activities. 
 I wanted to extend the SOE program to encompass unchartered territory in a way 
to inspire the students to reach beyond their circumstances and their daily challenges in a 
neighborhood infested with obstacles to their success.  I lobbied the SLPS Board of 
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Education to consider an exception to a reframed district field trip policy.  The district 
had accepted and supported the aviation/aerospace theme, our partnership with 
McDonnell-Douglas, and the company’s endless stream of volunteers and mentors.  I 
wanted to extend our SOE interaction to the McDonnell Douglas affiliates and 
subsidiaries beyond St. Louis.  My ultimate goal for the students included a simulation of 
a flight of the space shuttle.  I knew a field trip to the Johnson Space Center in Florida 
provided an intimate, interactive, and personal experience with the actual team 
responsible for the launching, monitoring, and safe return of the nation’s space shuttle.  I 
petitioned the Board, presented the idea and rationale for student air travel.  I awaited 
their review, input, and approval.  With the Board’s approval, I identified the criteria 
necessary for student qualification/selection for this historic field trip opportunity.  I 
solicited staff volunteers willing to travel along with students to the Johnson Space 
Center.  Upon our return to St. Louis and school, I assembled the students to debrief our 
trip and begin to plan for our own simulated space shuttle launch. 
 The preparation for the simulated launch to be conducted by the students lasted 
six weeks.  This project included establishing the control center (emulating the Johnson 
Space Center), staging the flight path, and illuminating the shuttle route with lights as it 
passed tracking stations.  I engaged the school staff (industrial art teacher and the art 
teacher) to partner with the students in the project design, constructed with plywood and 
placed/exhibited in the gymnasium.  The exhibit spanned the entire gymnasium.  Earlier 
in my professional educational career under the tutelage of Acme Price, I marveled at his 
adaptive leadership style.104  I had experienced how he convincingly engaged and 
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encouraged staff to tackle challenges beyond their preparation.  While I witnessed Mr. 
Price’s interchanging leadership styles and their effectiveness, I resolved myself to retain 
what worked for me: transformational leadership.  The culminating project is shared with 
students, invited guests from central office, mentors and coaches from McDonnell-
Douglas, and open to all who wanted to come and share in the event. 
 During the school year most evenings, I along with my colleagues (the school 
counselor and the assistant principal) at Williams Middle, spent hours after students 
departed the building for home to reflect on the day’s events related to the students and 
teacher interactions.  The successful simulated shuttle mission provided for more 
discussion than usual.  The overwhelming sense of accomplishment demonstrated by the 
collaboration of low-income minority students more than validated social scientists’ 
alternative interpretations of the interaction between student achievement, student family 
background, and students’ ability to rise to high expectations.105  These educational 
researchers concluded that the school’s leadership is the major determinant of 
achievement. 
Williams Middle School as Assistant Principal 
 Shortly before the school year ends, I learned that Mr. Jesse James, the assistant 
principal planned to retire.  In a discussion with the building principal, I learned of my 
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pending promotion to the role of the assistant principal of Williams Middle School, 
responsible for building discipline, at the start of the next school year (1989-1990).   
 There are times, when aspiring leaders, transition into new positions.  As I 
assumed the position of assistant principal, I literally felt the need to create a formalized 
discipline procedure for teachers and students.  The goal of this procedure focused 
specifically on creating a calm school environment dedicated to foster student academic 
achievement.  I wanted to build on the healthy, respectful, supportive and nurturing 
relationships that existed between teachers, students, and me. This working relationship, 
already present in the building, allowed me to proceed to develop and implement the 
template for change, guide its implementation and acceptance by all stakeholders. 
 The year I spent as the assistant principal at Williams Middle School working 
with middle-schoolers  and their teachers taught me that even transformational leaders 
require a combination of knowledge and skills to understand when, where, how, and why 
to exercise leadership that can resolve conflict between student to student and teacher to 
student.106  I tracked the flow of discipline issues so I could determine the time of the 
infraction and the teacher responsible for randomly sending students to the office for 
disciplinary purposes.  I used this data to develop a referral process as a mechanism to 
ensure continuity of instruction for students deprived of instruction and sent to the 
administrative office.  I developed strategies for teachers to use with students prior to 
disciplinary action that required administrative intervention.  The strategies included 
teacher-student conference, a student intervention plan, teacher-student/parent 
conference, and administrative classroom observations.  The classroom observations 
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utilized the Gary D. Borich observational lens template with a focus on learning climate, 
classroom management, and examining student engagement.107 
 The discipline process, when implemented held all stakeholders accountable, 
specifically students and teachers, strengthened our academic focus, and eliminated the 
enormous amount of instructional time lost to disciplinary infractions.  I redirected 
teachers and students to a stronger focus on instructional time that is a correlate of Ron 
Edmonds effective and efficient schools’ movement.108  I provided clear goals and the 
rationale for the reconstruction of the disciplinary procedure.  Teachers questioned my 
authority, initiated inquiries to the principal, but my change effort launched a different 
way of evaluating the necessity of dispatching students from the classroom to the 
assistant principal office for disciplinary intervention.  I assumed that certain members of 
the staff could not immediately accept change. However, the reframing of addressing 
disciplinary issues using Ron Edmonds’ effective and efficient schools’ correlates, 
proved to be the catalyst towards a much-needed organizational change at Williams 
Middle.109 
The chaotic environment had transformed by school year’s end, through the collective 
energy of the school staff and students.  I entered the summer break excited about that 
accomplishment.  
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Harrison Elementary School as Principal 
 The area superintendent, Mr. Charles Simms, interrupted my 1991 summer 
vacation with a telephone call.  He asked two questions.  First, he asked did I possess 
principal certification.  I responded with a yes.  Second, he asked would I agree to 
become the principal at Harrison Elementary School.  With little to no contemplation, I 
readily agreed to serve as the principal.  He concluded the telephone conversation by 
informing me that the current assigned principal had just called his office to indicate his 
intention to retire effective immediately. 
 Mr. Simms selected and assigned me to the century-old Harrison Elementary 
School as building principal (my first Principalship).  The sudden unexpected departure 
of the previously assigned building principal led to my selection.  As a novice principal, I 
inherited a less-than motivated staff, an unclean building, along with a poorly written 
school improvement plan (SIP) two weeks before the scheduled opening of school.  As a 
new principal, I received a mentor.  However, my calls to the mentor for support and 
advice went unanswered.  Determined to succeed, I recruited my own mentor, Jimmie 
Irons, principal at Farragut Elementary School.  Mr. Irons provided emotional support, 
encouragement, friendship, effective advice, feedback on job performance, how to initiate 
and conduct staff evaluations.110     
 I selected Mr. Irons as mentor for several reasons.  He displayed a quiet 
confidence.  He challenged positions that interfered with the smooth operation of school, 
he utilized the assessment results of his students (MAP), which proved his leadership 
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capabilities and in speaking with him, and he convinced me that we shared a common 
interest and belief in transformational leadership.111 
 My prior practiced and witnessed leadership experiences of transformational 
leadership in the SLPS district prepared me, in spite of my internal turmoil and fear, to 
achieve collaboration with a resistant staff to garner their participation in designing the 
course the school would take (SIP).112  The push back I received from the Harrison staff, 
to my transformational leadership style, required me to incorporate in some instances 
directive, participative, authoritarian, and democratic leadership dimensions.  These 
qualities are inherent in transformational leadership and uniquely used as dictated by the 
environment/situation.113  To address the poorly written SIP rejected by the area 
superintendent, I established the triple-A committees (attendance, achievement, and 
attitude) to solicit staff input and ownership for the smooth operation of the school.  To 
ensure absolute inclusion of all staff, I selected staff randomly by assigning numbers one, 
two, and three for committee participation.  I assigned ones to the attendance committee, 
twos to the achievement committee, and threes to the attitude committee.  The general 
rule of leadership states that new administrators should allow existing structures to 
remain intact, observe the organization, and proceed with caution and patience before 
making any concrete changes to the organization.  Faced with a series of challenges to 
my leadership, I remained focused on developing the school vision; transforming school 
effort, and purpose, while creating a working relationship with teachers and staff.   I 
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decided quickly that certain procedures could not remain intact.  The Harrison staff 
consisted of a strong union presence, staff who had grown comfortable, and willfully 
defiant toward building leadership.  The staff had abdicated their responsibility to provide 
proper supervision of students as detailed in the SLPS district’s policies and regulations. 
 I spent the first week of school observing flawed processes/procedures that I did 
not support.  Faced with a very personal moral dilemma, I began immediately to affect 
large-scale change in my advocacy for the students.  Armed with the results of my 
weeklong walk- through, I called a staff meeting on the second Monday of the month 
(September 1992) to deliver the state-of-the-school message.  I used the most recent 
assessment data to detail how I arrived at my decision to increase time on task/instruction 
with the elimination of morning recess allowing instruction to occur consistently between 
the start of the school day and lunch.  This change in the daily schedule incited the staff‘s 
response of “how do you expect us to work with students without a break”?  That 
response revealed a flawed sense of entitlement whereby the adults had placed 
themselves above the welfare of students. 
 In past years, the teachers did not supervise the playground in the morning: 
movement into the building in the morning; nor did they supervise movement from the 
classroom to the lunchroom; they provided no supervision in the lunchroom or on the 
playground during lunch.  When asked about their aversion to supervision of children, 
they responded, “The principal performed all supervisory duties.”  I consulted with my 
mentor, Mr. Irons, regarding teacher supervision.  He referred me to the SLPS policy and 
regulations regarding teachers’ responsibilities for student supervision.  I copied the 
documents on supervision and provided individual copies to all teachers to read, signed, 
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and dated.  I informed teachers that their failure to comply constituted insubordination.  
The distribution of the district’s policy regarding teachers’ supervision of students 
eliminated the overt resistance to my leadership directive.  However, underground 
resistance remained.   
 Several points of contention detailed in my state-of-the-school message included 
the importance of introducing/supporting/extending instruction by including field 
experiences.  Staff responded with a resounding opposition to field experiences.  The 
union representative intervened to recant a story about teachers who warranted 
disciplinary action because a student drowned on a field trip experience to Meramec 
Caverns.  I listened intently and responded with the question “Who is responsible for the 
supervision of children on a field trip experience”?  I answered my question with “It is 
the responsibility of the teacher to provide adequate supervision to keep children safe 
pursuant to the SLPS policies and regulations.  I further explained to the staff that I had 
faith in their professionalism and judgement that students under their care/supervision 
would enjoy this extension of the classroom. There are several ways that to overcome 
resistance to change.114 
 In those moments, I realized some questions did not require a response, because 
the response I wanted to give might create negative, insightful, and inflammatory 
perceptions.  My goal in this organizational change is to move Harrison Elementary from 
its present state and toward a cohesive team with the ability to increase student 
achievement, even though my inherited team and I disagreed with the merits of my 
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organizational restructure.  The educational environment is always changing and the 
school’s organization needed to adapt the internal forces in order to remain relevant and 
effective.115  Leadership and organizational culture collide in the process of 
organizational change.116 
 I believed the change in schedule and the inclusion of all staff as a part of student 
supervision would settle the school and instruction in the classrooms more focused.  I 
gradually eased into a routine of classroom observations, steady monitoring of student 
engagement, and on-task instruction.  The consistent implementation of these strategies 
served to raise student achievement and validated the power of commitment and the will 
of the staff to embrace positive change. The first three months of my transition to 
Harrison had been fraught with personal turmoil caused by the confrontations with staff 
that resisted to organizational change under my leadership.  I reflected on leadership as 
an institution that has primarily two functions: first to provide direction and secondly to 
exercise influence in spite of all types of resistance.117 
 Related to the building, I addressed the appearance, mainly cleanliness of the 
building and a timeline for completion of the cleaning with the head custodian.  The head 
custodian provided a schedule, which I monitored daily.  I also addressed the need for all 
classroom teachers to create a warm, welcoming, and print-rich environment.  I modeled 
that expectation as I created print-rich hallways, which I lined with plants. 
                                                 
 
115 Fred C. Lunenburg, "Forces for and Resistance to Organizational Change," National Forum of 
Educational Administration and Supervision Journal, 27, no. 4 (2010): 1-8. 
116 Afsaneh Nahavandi, "Integrating Leadership and Strategic Management in Organizational 
Theory." Canadian Journal of Administrative Sciences/Revue Canadienne des Sciences de 
l'Administration 10, no. 4 (1993): 297-307; Edgar H. Schein, "Coming to a New Awareness of 
Organizational Culture," Sloan Management Review 25, no. 2 (1984): 3. 
117 John Szarlan, Suman Singha, and Scott W. Brown. Striving for excellence: A Manual for goal 
achievement (New York, NY: Pearson Education, 2011). 
53 
 
 The greatest challenge to my leadership at Harrison Elementary, my first 
Principalship, came in the form of recommending a 25-year veteran of the SLPS district 
for a 100-day probationary period up to and including recommendation for dismissal for 
failure to follow administrative directives, excessive tardiness, and failure to supervise 
students on a field trip experience.  As the school leader, I knew that I had to be the 
primary catalyst for the organizational change to be positive and lasting.118  I followed 
the SLPS district policy, beginning with a notice of conference stating that inasmuch as 
the results of this conference reflected in his evaluation up to and including a possible 
recommendation for dismissal, the teacher could request union representation.  Human 
Resources supported the documentation and the request for the 100 days of probation 
started.      
 My goal to bring about change by using processes for change (i.e., leadership, 
decision-making, and motivational strategies), while initially painful and challenging 
proved successful.119  The transformation of the Harrison Elementary School 
culture/dynamic/instructional focus reinforced the importance of my commitment to 
transformational leadership.120  Moral leadership, a tenet of transformational leadership, 
instills integrity, perseverance, stamina, and advocacy for children, which prompted my 
desire to seek and learn the proper procedures to dismiss ineffective and insubordinate 
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teachers.121  Notwithstanding the initial chaos, I had served as the primary catalyst for the 
change.122 
 The Harrison staff’s embrace of the organizational change that I inspired, 
modeled, encouraged, and when necessary mandated brought the Harrison 
administration/staff to an acceptable level of trust.  It enabled administration/staff to 
collaborate and embark on a joint endeavor to create and open a hands-on science 
laboratory and a ‘Discovering the Metropolitan Area Museum’ in spite of the earlier 
mistrust, conflict, and change in leadership expectations.  Mr. Eddie Davis, a St. Louis 
Board of Education member and Community Relations Supervisor for Union Electric 
Company (the local utility), provided support for the science rooms through community 
outreach programs at his employment.123  “We are here today because of our commitment 
to our children,” said science project leader Ruth Edmonds, prior to cutting the ribbon 
string in the entrance to science room 207.  “We also have Harrison’s Principal Joyce 
Roberts to thank, for it was her vision that turned what could have been an educational 
catastrophe, (the closing of four classrooms) into a blossoming resurgence of educational 
energy.”124 
Williams Middle School as Principal 
 In the middle of my second school year at Harrison Elementary, January 1993, I 
received a reassignment to my former middle school, Williams Middle, as the principal 
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replacement for Terrel Wayne.  District leadership selected Mr. Wayne as the 
administrator to reopen the Northwest High School building as a newly created middle 
school.  Within the first week of settling into my role as principal, it became apparent that 
the staff’s morale and job satisfaction negatively influenced under Mr. Wayne’s 
leadership.  During my 14-month absence from Williams Middle, the hard fought battle 
that I waged to establish an instructional climate had deteriorated.  Mr. Wayne had not 
maintained discipline expectations.125   
 I observed the loud unruly behavior of the students, the off-task instruction in the 
classrooms, and the lack of student supervision.  I recognized immediately that the staff 
expectations for students did not occur, students ignored school routines, and their 
behavior choices compromised the goal of a safe and orderly school.  My onsite 
observations channeled my resolve to reinstitute accountability for all of the school’s 
stakeholders (i.e. students, staff, and parents) in alignment with my vision to increase 
student achievement in a safe and orderly school.126  My action plan for Williams Middle, 
fueled by the lack of student discipline, effective instruction, and lack of staff 
accountability led my efforts to reinstitute an organizational change.  I began to establish 
processes that acted as pressure for change, which included communication, leadership, 
incentives, and motivational strategies.127   
 In order to effect the organizational change, I had to develop a course of action for 
implementing the change and convince the Williams Middle staff of the need to retool 
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and lead them to create the change essential to restoring order and time-on-task 
instruction in the classroom.128  I presented a compelling vision for the change and began 
the process of convincing the staff to join me in this massive undertaking.  I created an 
image of the future, communicated in simple terms, and the staff members found my 
narrative appealing.129  The transition of Williams Middle from dysfunctional choices on 
the part of students and staff gradually diminished because of the requirements and 
expectations put in place.  I served as the stimulus of significant impact that encouraged 
the school stakeholders to accept and respect the organizational change as inevitable.130 
Pierre Laclede Elementary as Principal 
 During the summer of 1993, I received a telephone call from the area 
superintendent, Dr. John Ingram.  He scheduled a conference for me with Mrs. Joan 
Fisher, the instructional coordinator at Pierre Laclede Elementary.  He discussed my 
promotion to the role of principal at Pierre Laclede Elementary.  In that, same meeting 
the area superintendent approached me regarding serving as the school district’s 
principals’ representative at the Superintendent’s cabinet meetings.  Considered an honor, 
I agreed. 
 Dr. Ingram’s message regarding Pierre Laclede Elementary still rings clear.   Dr. 
Ingram reflected, “After following your career from years earlier as the preschool 
instructional coordinator at Clay Elementary and your transformational leadership at 
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Harrison Elementary, I have decided that you are the right person with the appropriate 
skills, qualities, and effective leadership with proven success to take a good school to the 
next level.”131  Dr. Ingram served as a catalyst to integrate the male-dominated 
Principalship with capable women.132 
 My mind flooded with my experiences of Laclede.  I began my teaching career 
there and now I am returning as the principal.  The core teachers that I left behind in the 
1970s still served as anchors of continuity and staff stability that with appropriate 
leadership has the capacity to improve instructional quality.  As a part of my transition 
plan for my new position as building principal, I contacted my former colleague and 
mentor, Carmen Charleston.  She still worked at Laclede as the lab teacher for writing 
enrichment and still resided in the surrounding   neighborhood.  During our meeting, I 
learned that my predecessor, Mr. Buford, practiced command leadership.133  He assigned 
tasks to the staff and they completed them without question.  Mrs. Charleston willingly 
shared that community partnerships and parental involvement did not exist under Mr. 
Buford’s leadership. 
 I continued the transition as principal of Pierre Laclede Elementary by meeting 
with Mr. Buford, receiving the building keys, and listening to his assessment/state of the 
school message.  He shared compelling data: The stable staff had established a history of 
cohesiveness, exemplary attendance, and good base line student assessment results; all of 
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which are prerequisite factors essential to providing quality instruction and raising 
student academic achievement.  He finished by saying “My staff did what I told them to 
do,” a classic phrase/example of command leadership.134  I realized exactly what Dr. 
Ingram referenced in our conference.  I had inherited a staff who believed in doing what 
they were told to do; thereby allowing the principal to receive the credit for the success of 
the school.  However, Mr. Buford’s style of leadership conflicted with my core 
transformational leadership style.  My challenge of leading a staff to the next level of 
competency accomplished through transparency, honesty, and inclusion of their ideas.  
Understanding Pierre Laclede to be a pilot school for Ron Edmonds’ Effective and 
Efficient Schools’ model, I aligned myself with the staff by displaying the correlates on 
my office door for all to see, which served to anchor the school prior to my leadership of 
the staff’s redevelopment of the SIP plan.  The SIP development/plan served as Laclede’s 
guiding operational instrument conceived and developed with staff input.  With that 
inclusion of staff, I influenced the path the school took to reach the next level of student 
achievement.135 
 My journey as a transformational leader expanded as a building principal/lead 
learner at Pierre Laclede Elementary School.   I had returned to familiar faces and to the 
school that launched my career as a sixth grade teacher.  I experienced some trepidation 
returning to provide leadership to a staff where many had been a colleague and or mentor.  
The surrounding community remained virtually the same, as it existed in the 1970s.  The 
school district had identified Pierre Laclede, as one of four schools, to pilot the Ron 
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Edmond’s Effective and Efficient Schools model.136  That model supported my belief 
about the role of building leaders in creating an environment that demands/supports high 
quality teaching and student learning.  I always believed in highly qualified, competent 
staff, as essential to student academic success at every level of my career.  Therefore, I 
worked incessantly to provide timely professional development to ensure teacher and 
staff success in the delivery of instruction. 
 Utilizing the information received regarding staff, students, and school dynamics 
from Mr. Buford as well as Mrs. Charleston proved invaluable in my approach to 
leadership in this organizational change.  I initiated the change process by placing 
personal telephone calls to every member of the staff.  I followed that interaction with the 
agenda for our first professional development meeting prior to the start of the school year 
in August 1993.  I started the session with the song by recording artists Harold Melvin 
and the Blue Notes.  The key lyric in the song, “Wake up all you teachers, time to teach a 
new way” set the tone for the planned organizational change I anticipated for the 1993-
1994 school year at Pierre Laclede Elementary.  Conflict seemed inevitable as I planned 
to facilitate organizational change that would move the staff out of their comfort zone, 
away from command leadership, into a transformational leadership framework allowing 
collaboration and distribution of shared decision-making among the staff.137 
 In my role as principal and instructional leader to make this organizational change 
a reality, I decided to re-culture the school and move away from traditional norms of 
leadership hierarchy.  A review of the literature supports that principals are instrumental 
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in making change happen in their respective buildings.138  I witnessed the direct impact of 
my transformational leadership style.  Including the distributive leadership component 
created hope, optimism, and a resurgence of energy in the staff.  They demonstrated 
acceptance of my mission, vision, and a renewal of their commitment to the students at 
Pierre Laclede.139  The confidence exhibited by the transformational leader energizes the 
people who contribute to the change process.140 
 According to Douglas McGregor’s Theory X and Y assumptions, I identify as a 
Theory Y leader.  I viewed my staff as honest, industrious, responsible, and willing to 
take initiative.  That assessment allowed me to delegate authority, share responsibility, 
and enable staff to participate in making organizational decisions.  I led Pierre Laclede 
without mandate, by inspiring teachers’ commitment to a shared purpose: raising student 
academic achievement.141 
 I created a workable environment that empowered teachers to make key decisions, 
exert influence, and valued their wisdom on organizational change efforts.  I envisioned 
their ability to move a good school to a great school; the next level of academic 
achievement.  “Empowerment refers to the opportunities a person has for autonomy, 
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responsibility, choice, and authority.  Leaders who seek to empower their members create 
themes of goodness (school effectiveness) in their schools.”142 
Goodness is what some social scientists describe as the school’s culture … It 
refers to the mixture of parts that produce a whole.  The whole includes people, 
structures, relationships, ideology, goals, intellectual substance, motivation, and 
will … Goodness encompasses less tangible, more elusive, qualities discerned 
through close, vivid descriptions, subtle nuances, and detailed narratives that 
reveal the sustaining values of an institution.143    
Sara Lawrence Lightfoot used portraiture in education research to document the 
components of effective schools.  “The portraiture methodology defined when a 
researcher wishes to produce a full picture of an event or person that tells as much about 
the subject as it does about the researcher or portraitist.”144  In portraiture, demonstrating 
how people work together to create moments of success and triumph defined as a search 
for goodness.  “Goodness is a means to examine elements of strength and possibilities for 
success in various educational settings.”145 
 In the midst of building leadership capacity within staff in the fall of 1993, I met 
Mr. Bill Green, president of Soil Consultants, a geotechnical engineering company, 
located in St. Peters, Missouri, in neighboring St. Charles County.  I made his 
acquaintance through Mrs. Joan Fisher, the instructional coordinator at Laclede School.  
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Mrs. Fisher identified Mr. Green’s potential interest in collaborating with the school, a 
community partnership unsupported by the former principal.  She scheduled a lunch 
meeting to introduce the two of us.  However, her car broke down on the way and I 
proceeded without her.  I began my interaction with Mr. Green with an introduction, a 
sharing of my background that included my first assignment at Laclede as a teacher, and 
returning to lead the school as principal. 
 I continued the conversation with my vision to provide an excellent education for 
the inner-city children in my care.  He listened intently and posed the question, how can I 
help?  My reading specialist training emerged, and I reflected on my personal 
commitment to create a print rich environment at the Laclede building.  I requested 
beanbags placed outside of each   classroom, freestanding library shelving replete with 
age-appropriate books, hats, coats, and gloves; as many children did not possess these 
items during the winter months.  It is difficult to concentrate on learning in the absence of 
basic human necessities. 
 Mr. Green honored all of my requests and continued to provide additional 
resources over the next ten years.  In support of the triple-A standard (Attendance –
Attitude – Achievement a carryover of my work at Harrison Elementary), I sought a 
donation of ten bicycles with helmets and pads (girls and boys) sized pre-school through 
grade 5.  My strategy to maintain near perfect student attendance each semester proved 
competitive and successful in ensuring students attended school every day.  Students with 
perfect attendance for the semester knew that their name placed in a lottery drawing for a 
chance to win a bicycle.  As an additional strategy to encourage staff to maintain 
excellent attendance, I asked Mr. Green if he would support the purchase of restaurant 
63 
 
gift certificates to award to teachers each semester.  I understood the positive implications 
for attendance for students and staff (Student attendance in first semester 1996-1997 
school year – 96.3% with Staff attendance at 99.58%).146  Student attendance served as 
an indicator of success on assessments as a part the Missouri School Improvement Plan 
(MSIP).147  The state of Missouri used the attendance data point to monitor the school’s 
adequate yearly progress (AYP).  Continuity of instruction is critical to increased student 
achievement.  Therefore, it is crucial for teachers to be in their classroom each day of the 
school year.  The incentives served as motivation to ‘BE THERE’ at the building.  ‘BE 
THERE’, a district-wide initiative of the SLPS district and the Maritz Corporation, 
offered additional incentives for students and staff for perfect attendance.148  I solicited 
the long-term United States Congressman, who represented the First Congressional 
District, the honorable William L. Clay, to honor the students’ enthusiastic embrace of 
Laclede School’s triple-A standards.149 
 As a means to value student engagement beyond attendance, all students had the 
opportunity to be recognized as a recipient of most caring, most improved, student of the 
month, and honor roll with visible badges in the school’s colors of blue and yellow.  
Students wore these badges with pride.  Mr. Bill Green provided the resources for the 
badge program, which boosted the self-esteem of students at Laclede School.  Shortly, 
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after engaging Mr. Bill Green as a community partner, the University of Missouri-St. 
Louis, a leading provider of teacher education, considered a partnership with Pierre 
Laclede Elementary School called professional development school. 
 The University of Missouri-St. Louis (UMSL) is located in Normandy, Missouri, 
which is a short driving distance from Pierre Laclede Elementary School.  The SLPS 
central office point person contacted me indicating that Laclede identified as one of the 
four host sites to collaborate with UMSL as a Professional Development School (PDS), 
with the other three host schools located in the Parkway and Maplewood-Richmond 
Heights school districts.  The PDS design identified teacher preparation essential to 
ensuring significant reform in schools.150  Teachers in PDS partnerships received ongoing 
professional development designed to enhance their teaching strategies.151  
 As the partnership with UMSL progressed, I reflected back to my first year as a 
classroom teacher at Laclede.  My area superintendent used my classroom as a learning 
laboratory/clinical experience for other first-year teachers to observe strategies for 
student engagement, discipline, and forge meaningful relationships with students.  Now, 
more than 22 years later as principal of Laclede School, UMSL has identified my school 
as a learning laboratory/clinical experience for preservice and in-service teachers.     
 UMSL personnel, Tom Schnell, interim associate dean for research for the School 
of Education and head of the university’s PDS effort, along with SLPS administrators 
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determined that Laclede provided a great opportunity for preservice teachers to observe 
how professional teachers interacted with students.  According to Tom Schnell; 
Despite its location in a low-income area, Laclede is one of the most successful 
public schools in the city.  It ranks third among city public schools in Stanford 
Achievement Tests (SAT) scores, standing only behind two magnet schools.  Its 
attendance rate is remarkable as well: day in and day out, 96 to 99 percent of its 
students show up for classes … Of most direct benefit to students, Laclede School 
will be able to utilize UMSL education majors to tutor its at-risk students and 
students who show difficulty with the SAT.152 
In addition to tutoring Laclede students, I inquired about UMSL students’ 
availability to work as substitutes as they had established a working relationship with 
teachers and students.  As UMSL benefited from the PDS partnership, I negotiated 
benefits for Laclede staff; continuing education credit (CEC) for PDS participation, 
access to UMSL library services, and its technology lab.  Several UMSL education 
majors asked for consideration as candidates for any vacant teaching positions at Laclede 
Elementary upon graduation.  Subsequently, I hired two UMSL graduates who had 
participated in the PDS program.       
Traditionally, the recruitment of teachers resided in the domain of the SLPS 
Human Resources (HR) department.  However, in this instance, I had observed, assessed, 
and determined that these preservice teachers had distinguished themselves admirably in 
the PDS program working directly with students and teachers. The experience of 
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recruiting and hiring new staff without the assistance of the SLPS HR department made 
school-based management (SBM) a reality.  As a principal of a high-performing effective 
school, in a SBM model, I operationalized the authority and the accompanying 
responsibility to recruit and hire competent staff.  From that point on, I decided to seek 
additional opportunities to recruit and hire staff independent of SLPS HR.153 
In 1995, two years after I assumed the leadership position at Pierre Laclede, the 
building exhibited an aura of purpose, a feeling of commitment, along with high 
expectations anchored in a print-rich environment.  Mr. Buford’s health had seemingly 
improved over the past several years and the staff indicated their desire to prepare a 
retirement celebration/event for Mr. Buford; an endeavor that I fully supported further 
solidifying the newly formed partnership created in my new assignment.  The staff 
committee secured a venue and planned a program befitting a well-respected colleague 
and former 13-year leader of Pierre Laclede Elementary School.  Horribly, during the 
presentation/event, Mr. Buford, fell unconscious, transported to a medical facility, and 
subsequently passed away on his birthday, April 1, 1995. 
The next community partnership under my leadership emerged out of this tragedy.  
Unbeknownst to me at the time, Mr. Buford enjoyed membership in the oldest African 
American fraternity, Sigma Pi Phi, founded in 1904 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  His 
fraternity brothers, the men of Eta Boule’ local chapter of Sigma Pi Phi, a low profile 
high prestige fraternity of Black professionals, contacted me to inquire how best to honor 
Mr. Buford’s memory at the Pierre Laclede Elementary School.154  The chapter’s 
                                                 
 
153 Chester E. Finn, "Toward Strategic Independence: Nine Commandments for Enhancing School 
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spokesperson, Mr. Julius Hunter, former teacher and one of St. Louis’ first Black anchor 
for KMOV channel 4, spearheaded the    partnership.155  As a reading specialist, I quickly 
recommended that the men of Eta Boule’ chapters serve as ‘Book Buddies’ for every 
class, preschool through grade five.  Mr. Hunter agreed on behalf of the organization to 
form the partnership that immediately began with participation of over 30 members 
coming to the school on a weekly basis without fail. 
The men of Eta Boule’ ‘Book Buddies’ included a veritable Who’s Who in Black 
St. Louis.  The participants included Dr. Henry Givens, President of Harris-Stowe State 
University, Jim Buford, President of St. Louis Urban League, and Dr. John Gladney (see 
Appendix 1 Items 9, 10, and 11 for Pierre Laclede School salute for Dr. Gladney’s 75th 
birthday celebration), the first African American to chair a clinical department at the St. 
Louis University medical school.  Other ‘Book Buddies’ included Charles Shaw, federal 
judge, Julius  Hunter, and Dr. Donald Suggs, oral surgeon and publisher of the St. Louis 
American weekly newspaper, along with a host of other prominent African American 
male professionals.156  The interaction with the Book Buddies segued to other community 
partnerships within the larger St. Louis community and Pierre Laclede Elementary 
School.         
Pierre Laclede Elementary, an Ittner architectural wonder with its great hall, floor 
to ceiling windows that opened outward, hardwood floors, high ceilings, a grand library 
off the main entrance to the building, and its unique masonry exterior opened to students 
in 1915.  This location at 5821 Kennerly is the fourth building location for the namesake 
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Pierre Laclede within the SLPS district.157  William B. Ittner designed and credited with 
being the mastermind of early twentieth century public school buildings.158  In this 
architectural stimulating environment, innovative ideas continuously flooded my mind.  I 
shared those ideas with the staff by telling them “I had another brainstorm and ask for 
their input.”  I mentioned my idea of taking the dead space of the north side of the first 
floor great hall to create outdoor reading terraces.  The terraces would be replete with 
indoor/outdoor carpeting, plants, patio umbrellas, tables, and chairs.  I suggested that they 
close their eyes and imagine the possibilities.  The staff responded in unison with a 
resounding yes.  I took the idea to Mr. Green who agreed to make it a reality by 
collaborating with his friends at the Professional Business Leadership Council.  The 
terraces dedicated in memory of my predecessor, Mr. Buford, in 1995.  The men of Eta 
Boule’ along with SLPS district officials attended the ribbon cutting ceremony.159   
In addition to the establishment of earlier partnerships at Laclede Elementary and 
the regular mention of the school’s record of academic achievement in print media that 
brought countless resources to the school, I agreed to extend the Laclede school site to 
the state-sponsored Caring Communities Program (CCP), a wraparound services entity, 
under the leadership of Khatib Waheed.  The concept of wraparound services emerged as 
a mechanism to scaffold under-served and underperforming youth.  These additional 
community services served to bolster opportunities for students to succeed in school.  
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CCP in St. Louis started at the Walbridge Elementary School and supported the 
integration of community resources dedicated to schools.160  The greatest impact this 
partnership had on Laclede included the funding, support, and establishment of a before 
and after school latchkey program.  I determined and recommended that this 
collaboration staffed by Laclede teachers and parents.  My vision accorded Laclede an 
extended learning framework for our students in need of additional instructional 
scaffolding beyond the normal school hours in alignment with the school’s triple-A 
cornerstone of academic achievement.  I reimagined another opportunity to motivate and 
engage my students through gardening.    
The community/school cabbage patch garden existed prior to my tenure as 
principal of the school.  Mrs. Pauline Humphrey, a Laclede classroom teacher who 
resided in the community, lived behind the school on Maffitt Avenue, provided the 
impetus to establish and maintain the garden.  At that time, the garden was Mrs. 
Humphrey’s classroom project for her 4th grade students.  Initially, the garden did not 
have access to water; however, a neighbor who resided next to the garden allowed Mrs. 
Humphrey’s students to use her water hose to water the plants in the garden. 
After my arrival and several inquiries to Mrs. Humphrey regarding the garden, I 
proposed several options, which would involve the entire Laclede Elementary School 
community; all grade levels within the school – not just Mrs. Humphrey’s 4th grade class, 
all individuals within the Laclede School attendance boundary, parents, and teachers.  
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Mrs. Humphrey concurred with my proposal and I proceeded to contact the local 
Alderman to enlist the support of his office to eliminate/demolish the vacant/decaying 
building next to the original garden plot to expand the existing garden.  I received the 
local Alderman’s support and commitment to demolish vacant buildings.  Mrs. 
Humphrey followed through on my suggestion to solicit the expertise of   Gateway 
Greening, a local agency that assisted organizations in the preparation of local 
community garden projects.161  Gateway Greening agreed to become a community 
partner in Laclede Elementary expansion of the Cabbage Patch Community Garden 
project.162   
Gateway Greening provided invaluable information regarding available grants to 
assist in the project.  I contacted the local electrical utility and completed the grant 
application for electricity, and to include an outdoor pavilion classroom equipped with a 
demonstration table and student seating.  I also completed a similar grant application and 
submitted to the state conservation agency requesting onsite access to water for the newly 
expanded garden.  The agencies contacted approved the grants as requested.  With the 
vision of the garden expansion realized, an integral hands-on instructional extended 
learning outdoor classroom supported the school’s continued commitment to enhanced 
student academic achievement.   
The 1995-1996 school year began and the building (Laclede Elementary) 
exhibited an aura of purpose, a feel of commitment, and expectations realized in support 
of the triple-A standards.  The community partnerships momentum continued with Dr. 
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William Yates (surgeon and chief of the trauma center at DePaul Hospital), an original 
Book Buddy and member of Eta Boule’.  Dr. Yates is impressed with the Laclede 
students’ excitement with learning and expressed his interest in serving as a resource to 
improve the academic environment at the school.  After meeting with Dr. Yates and 
discussing the school’s needs, Dr. Yates decided to donate $1,000 to the school to be 
used for designated projects that I and my staff deem as  appropriate student incentives.  
My staff and I collaborated to use the funds to expand library holdings, provide weekly 
prizes for perfect attendance by class, reward honor roll and ‘most improved’ students 
with monthly luncheons, record student achievements on plagues to be  displayed in the 
halls at the school, and purchase trophies and gift certificates to be given to the three top-
ranking fifth graders.163  The impact of the Men of the Eta Boule’ on the boys and girls of 
Laclede School shattered traditional stereotypes, compelling Mrs. Janis Smith’s 
classroom, to recognize their Book Buddies’ efforts with the broader St. Louis 
community by sharing their sentiments in a letter to the editor of the St. Louis American 
newspaper.164  This letter, published   in the St. Louis American newspaper, prompted a 
number of telephone calls from colleagues, friends, and potential benefactors. 
I felt overcome with a sense of validation, accomplishment, and excitement upon 
receipt of a congratulatory hand-written note from a former well-respected colleague, 
supervisor, and mentor, Dr. Lynn Beckwith, Jr., the Superintendent of Schools – School 
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District of University City.165  Dr. Beckwith, who later became the E. Desmond Lee 
endowed professor of Urban Schools, requested that I make presentations regarding 
leadership to graduate students in his urban leaders’ cohort at the University of Missouri-
St. Louis.166 
Shortly after the excitement of Dr. Yates’ philanthropy, I continued to engage in 
as many community partnerships as possible to enrich the lives of my students.  I 
received two simultaneous notifications.  First, the Assistance League of St. 
Louis/Operation School Bell provided school uniforms, socks, and coats to Laclede 
School students.167  The organization’s support allowed Laclede students to transition 
from street clothes to blue and white uniforms.  Likewise, the staff and I followed the 
example set by the students and began wearing uniforms daily.  Uniforms for public 
school students became a popular trend in the mid-1990s.168 
Second, Laclede Elementary had also been selected as one of five schools in the 
St. Louis area and one of 24 nationwide, to receive the Danforth Foundation’s first 
‘Successful Schools’ program grant to support school-based educational reform.169  
Laclede Elementary would receive $20,000 annually for three years, if the school 
demonstrated satisfactory progress in improving academic achievement, behavior, and 
attendance.  I presented the opportunity to the staff and explained that we would continue 
our present path in support of the triple-A standards which aligned directly to the 
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‘Successful Schools’ standards.  The Laclede Elementary family could just stay the 
course espoused by author Jim Collins in his book Good to Great; the Hedge Hog 
concept and the Flywheel concept.170 
The ‘Hedge Hog’ concept described as follows: under the leadership of an 
individual who demonstrates personal humility and professional will, an organization can 
effectively generate and sustain its vision and passion while determining what it does 
well which creates positive results.  For Laclede Elementary, positive results were 
consistent student academic achievement that attracted external resources and 
commitment.171  The Flywheel concept begins with identifying the goal, organizing with 
a purpose, continuous incremental work toward the goal, build on previous work, and 
then a realization of the goal.  The ‘Successful Schools’ grant enabled Laclede 
Elementary to realize the Flywheel concept as a breakthrough/realization of the school’s 
goal of sustained academic achievement. 
Participation in the Successful Schools program provided funding and feedback 
from programming consultants regarding school dynamics (i.e. grades K – 3 collaborated 
and provided a plethora of hands-on lessons, while grades 4 – 5 seemed more traditional 
and teacher-led).  I recognized that Laclede’s participation in the Successful School’s 
program had created a ‘tipping point’.  Tipping point is the name given to that one 
dramatic moment in time when everything can change all at once.172  As principal, I took 
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the feedback, shared it with the staff and proceeded to create a school of disciplined 
people, discipline thought, and disciplined action.173  I also convinced the staff to 
embrace the school’s areas of weakness as identified by the consultants (too much 
teacher-directed instruction, too little student hands-on engagement) creating a sense of 
urgency for reform with a clear vision by eliminating tension between tradition and 
change.174  Armed with the feedback from Successful Schools, I reflected critically on the 
need for change and the strategy to gain support of the staff in our forward evolution that 
would move Laclede Elementary to the next level; from a good school to a great school.  
The challenge initially presented by Dr. Ingram to move a good school to the next level 
became more of a possibility through the infusion of additional funding provided by the 
‘Successful Schools’ grant. 
As a direct result of Laclede’s participation in the ‘Successful Schools’ initiative, 
I recommended to the Laclede staff that they consider the development of critical 
innovations designed to increase our teaching and learning efforts, specifically, student 
academic achievement.  I identified (1) the development of grade-level assessments 
created in the image of MAP for Kg through grade 5, (2) the creation of an individual 
advancement plan (IAP) for every child in the building, and (3) the creation of job-
embedded professional development.175 
As long as I had been with the SLPS district, the only data received at the 
building level and used to inform instruction consisted primarily of historical MAP data.  
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In its initial format, only third grade communication arts and fourth grade mathematics 
served as benchmark data points.  I decided to share a strategy/innovation to inform 
instruction within the first two weeks of the 1998-1999 school year.  I facilitated the 
teachers in its creation and MAP-like format to provide students with practice on the new 
state assessment, (MAPAttack initiative is born).  Thus, the grade level assessments for 
Kg through grade 5 became a reality.  I determined and the staff agreed that we 
administer the assessment a minimum of three times throughout the school year.  I also 
decided that the grade-level assessment be administered to any new student transferring 
into Laclede.  I received confirmation from the staff on the merits of using grade level 
assessments in that manner.  Absent student records, parents generally proffered that their 
child should be in a higher grade.  In the absence of a child’s official records, I alerted 
parents to our standard process of administering and scoring the appropriate assessment 
to determine grade placement. 
The grade level assessments also helped us to create the IAP for each child, which 
outlined their strengths, and areas of weakness based on the results of the grade level 
assessments.  The teacher used IAP to inform individualized instruction during regular 
class time and in the before and after school latch key programs.  A companion 
document, Pierre Laclede Elementary School Student, Parent, Teacher, Administrator 
Compact, outlined the expectation for all stakeholders.176  The grade level assessment 
produced another document specifically geared toward students in grades 2 through 5.  
The document identified students’ strengths (skills maintained) and areas in need of 
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improvement (must teach skills for the teacher).  The purpose of this document, placed in 
the hands of each student, gave them ownership of their learning.177 
While the companion document specifically detailed the expectations for all 
stakeholders at Laclede School (student, parent, teachers, and principal), there still 
existed a need to strengthen staff accountability for teaching and learning, the top 
responsibility at the building.  The feedback from Successful Schools’ Initiative (SSI) 
consultants validated my transformational leadership.  The process re-energized my focus 
on the teaching and learning process.  I resolved to spend most of my time in classrooms 
observing instruction and providing critical and timely feedback to the Laclede School 
staff.  I created the Status Conference as an accountability tool.178  I conducted Status 
Conferences in the first month of school each year.  The Status Conference challenged 
each teacher definitively respond to the following questions:  As a classroom teacher, 
what is your personal goal for school attendance this year?179  As classroom teacher, what 
is your strength/value added contribution to Laclede School’s goal of increasing student 
achievement?  As the classroom teacher, identify professional development that you 
would like to present to your colleagues?  As a classroom teacher, identify professional 
development opportunities that you will attend to enhance your instructional delivery?  
Based on your review of longitudinal MAP data and the current grade level assessment, 
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identify the students by name who are underperforming, progressing, and/or have 
achieved mastery.180 
I decided to redesign the reading specialist, the math specialist, and the resource 
teacher (special educator) traditional pullout programs to administer the greatest 
instructional impact in classrooms.  I discussed the idea with the specialists involved for 
their input.  I explained that I considered them master teachers capable of building 
capacity in their colleagues through job-embedded professional development by teaming 
with them in their classrooms.  The process eliminated the traditional practice of students 
leaving instruction in their respective classrooms to join the specialists in a pullout format 
in another class environment; the specialist provided instruction directly to all students in 
the classroom with both teachers present that included job-embedded professional 
development to the regular classroom teachers. 
The impact of Laclede School’s participation in the SSI prompted me to marvel at 
how well the staff emerged from the process even more focused and committed to student 
academic achievement.  I reflected on the extraordinary work ethic exhibited by the 
Laclede staff.  Some staff members came early to ease into the teaching and learning 
process each day.  Other staff members formed a prayer group, others worked in the 
before and after school latchkey program, and still others monitored the free breakfast 
program.  In spite of the various before school activities, the Laclede staff instinctively 
moved to the schoolyard to happily greet their respective students and lead them into the 
building. 
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I invested in a transformational line I purposefully created to energize the Laclede 
staff.   My mantra always began with ‘I am not thinking for everyone, it is the ‘collective 
mind that gets the work done.  I developed a level of trust among the staff whereby they 
willingly identified with Laclede School, internalizing my expectations and values.181  As 
a result, I discovered the more that I delegated responsibilities to the Laclede staff, the 
more productive they became.  Staff members once commented/joked to a newspaper 
reporter, “Once you work here [at Laclede], you leave only when you retire.  They 
[teachers] credit that to an atmosphere of respect, a place where employees work as a 
team and a place where the principal allows teachers to try new things.”182  The staff, as 
individuals, began to exhibit leadership skills as they competently responded to any 
inquiries (school processes, instructional strategies, and budgets) raised about Laclede 
School from visitors, community partners, and fellow educators.  I felt an overwhelming 
sense of pride while reading a letter from the William Woods University complimenting 
staff and students regarding their visit to Laclede School.183 
As a transformational leader, I balanced the development of my subordinates, thus 
raising the aspirations of the leader and the led in the process and myself.184  I 
encouraged my staff to hone their professional skills, build their self-confidence, and 
prepare to seek new opportunities.  I provided letters of recommendation to all staff who 
requested my support.  Some staff took positions within the building while others decided 
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to leave the Laclede School family.  Mrs. Janice Stephens, a second grade teacher at 
Laclede, credited her development as a teacher to the leadership and supervision provided 
at Laclede School.185   At Laclede, I shared information, decentralized decision-making 
authority, and organized teams of teachers to increase their leadership capacity in the 
organization.186  The staff’s confidence began to manifest in the Laclede students, 
prompting me to establish the Laclede School student ambassadors.  Students who 
exemplified the Laclede School triple-A standards of achievement, attendance, and 
attitude became potential candidates for the role of ambassador.  The ambassador 
responsibility included accompanying guests around the building, answering school-
related questions, and returning guests to the principal for a debriefing of the school 
visit.187  The 1995-1996 school year, while a tipping point for Laclede School’s 
continued academic success, evidenced by Laclede School’s selection to participate as a 
candidate in the Gold Star Schools program in Missouri.188  The community partnerships 
continued to grow and influence the school in a positive manner. 
The growing number of community partnerships brought increased resources, 
media attention, and requests from other school districts to visit Laclede, tour the facility, 
and speak directly to teachers and me.  Our continued academic achievement applauded 
by the local alderperson planned a special recognition.  The honorable Irene J. Smith, 
alderwoman of the First Ward of the City of St. Louis, in recognition of my 
transformational work at Laclede Elementary, sponsored a unique recognition of the 
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school’s academic success with a proclamation presented to me as the school’s academic 
leader in the St. Louis Board of Aldermen chambers during the 1996-1997 school year.  I 
humbly accepted the proclamation on behalf of Laclede Elementary students, teachers, 
parents, and community.189  Following the receipt of the St. Louis City proclamation, 
Laclede School’s consistent student academic achievement received the St. Louis 
American community grant at the newspaper’s annual tribute to education at The St. 
Louis American Salute to Excellence Scholarship Awards Banquet on September 5, 
1997.190  Later in October of 1997, the honorable Clarence Harmon, mayor of the City of 
St. Louis, congratulated the academic achievement results of the Laclede School students 
as well.191  Local print media continued to report Laclede School students’ academic 
success.192 As Laclede students continued to achieve, additional recognition and awards 
followed.193 
During the 1996-1997 school year, the district’s financially stressed status 
mandated the SLPS superintendent, Cleveland Hammonds, to challenge the districts’ 
schools to decrease expenditures as a cost-saving measure.  Decisions regarding budget 
predicated on the needs of students and staff to maintain and or exceed local state and 
national academic achievement targets.  While student academic achievement is a priority 
goal, transformational leaders are also required to serve as stewards of the school budget.  
School budgets when utilized appropriately are significant.  Confirmation that schools 
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use resources effectively provides relief to policymakers and the public.194  To comply 
with the superintendent’s directive, I decided to prioritize and maintain line item 
expenditures earmarked for instruction and curtail expenses in non-instructional areas.  
My ability to reduce the school’s budget garnered recognition and a monetary award 
from the superintendent’s office.195 
As the age of technology exploded into the educational workplace, Laclede 
School continued to flourish academically, exceeding expectations, but I struggled with 
the lack of access to technology for my students, staff, and me.  I often asked SLPS 
officials when Laclede would get computers.  The constant response from SLPS was 
schools that were not doing well academically would be the first to receive computers.  I 
wondered why the district penalized Laclede.  As principal, it is my responsibility to 
advocate for educational equity for my students.  At the top of my ‘to do list’ for Laclede 
is gaining access to technology and training.  The U. S. Government Record Center, 
located in St. Louis just north of Laclede School, maintained worldwide records of U. S. 
Military personnel and stayed abreast of technological advances by upgrading when 
deemed appropriate.  In the 1998-1999 school year, the SLPS district received 
notification that the U. S.  Government Record Center would purge outdated computers 
and donate the surplus machines to interested schools. I seized the opportunity to secure 
the computers for Laclede School in my quest for access to technology. 
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I realized the goal of computer training in a conversation with U. V. Hayes, my 
special education teacher, as she had discovered a free computer training resource in the 
community called Computer Village, sponsored by Don Holt, a retired IBM manager.  I 
began attending the evening classes as an investment in learning technology.  I knew the 
keyboard as a former typist and gradually learned the other necessary computer skills.  
Don and I spoke often after class.  During these conversations, I provided Don with a 
strategy to keep his students engaged.  That strategy, projects, kept his students engaged 
over time.  He reminds me to this day how effective the use of projects motivated and 
retained student interest.196  My relationship with Computer Village and Don Holt helped 
to introduce, propel, and cement Laclede’s next partnership.  I would realize the 
completion of my ‘to do list’ of gaining access to technology when I met Bonnie, Charlie, 
and Jorge. 
Bonnie, Charlie, and Jorge, members of St. Peter’s Episcopal Church, located at 
110 North Warson Road in Ladue, Missouri, came highly recommended by Don Holt of 
Computer Village. I set a time to meet with them at Laclede to ascertain how they might 
assist the school.  In our meeting, I discovered that they originally volunteered at another 
SLPS district school location.  At that location, their desire to assist the school with their 
expertise did not materialize because of the inability of the principal to utilize their time 
and talents.  Bonnie shared that they possessed an unbelievable abundant knowledge of 
technology.  In that very short conversation, I quickly considered a project for them, 
gleaned, directly from my high priority ‘to do list’.  With the outdated computers 
received from the government in the school’s possession, Bonnie assured me that she, 
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Charlie, and Jorge, could refurbish the computers to full capacity with a limited budget 
for parts and the three of them would donate their time and labor.  In less than six 
months, the Laclede School enjoyed a computer lab of 30 fully functioning computers.  
The technology items on my ‘to do list’ became a reality in the spring of 2000.197  As a 
transformational leader, I demonstrated the value of strengthening the connections 
between urban school professionals, parents of low   socioeconomic status, along with 
community partners improves students’ academic achievement.198 
As Y2K continued, an abbreviation for the year 2000, Laclede School continued 
its recognition as an urban academic achiever, visited by educators from across the St. 
Louis metropolitan region and in receipt of ongoing resources until my promotion to the 
SLPS central office in July 2003. I continued in amazement by the number of curious 
community people who came to Laclede School prompted by articles they had read in the 
newspapers.  Two such people with the same last name, Baron, although unrelated as 
family or in their respective businesses, validated my accomplishments as a 
transformational leader.  One man’s validation came in the form of monetary support for 
Laclede School; and the other’s validation came in the form of a compelling job offer. 
One afternoon while preparing for school dismissal, an unassuming older man 
entered the great hall of Laclede seeking an audience with the principal.  Coincidentally, I 
happened to be exiting my office.  I greeted the man and inquired if I could be of 
assistance to him.  He introduced himself as Charles Baron of the Mildred-Simon 
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Foundation.  I remembered the surname of Baron as I had recently met with Richard 
Baron of McCormack-Baron, real estate developers. 
Mr. Charles Baron asked several interesting questions specifically regarding 
creating a successful elementary school.  At the end of our amazing conversation, he 
asked why Laclede School did not possess a Waterford Reading Program (an 
individualized computerized intervention program for struggling readers).  I indicated 
that the cost of the Waterford Program (computers, software, and teacher training) 
exceeded Laclede’s annual budget.  Mr. Charles Baron encouraged me to visit two 
schools, one in SLPS and the other in the Ferguson-Florissant school district, to observe 
the Waterford Program in operation.  Charles Baron and I agreed to reconvene later to 
discuss the Waterford Program’s merits.  The site visitations proved invaluable.  I exuded 
excitement throughout our conversation and delighted in his commitment to fund the 
Waterford Reading Program for Laclede School.  Charles Baron indicated that the 
Mildred-Simon Foundation would donate $17,500 toward the cost of the Waterford 
Reading Program.  I would be responsible for raising the balance.199 
I decided to write a personal letter to the president of Emerson Electric to enlist 
his support for the Waterford Reading Program.  He had participated in an earlier 
community partnership program, Principal-for-a-Day, at Laclede School.  He responded 
with a donation of $5,000 earmarked for the Waterford Reading Program.  I also 
approached St. Louis Board of Education member, Bill Haas a proponent of early 
literacy, and explained my dilemma.  Impressed by my presentation, he generously 
donated his Board of Education travel expense budget ($5,000).  I received additional 
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support for the Waterford Reading Program beyond the initial purchase cost.  The 
Waterford Reading Program had a great effect on teaching and learning at Laclede 
School.200 
Mr. Richard Baron had visited with me at Laclede School, invited me to lunch, 
attempted to persuade me to leave Laclede School, and become principal of Jefferson 
Elementary School in the SLPS district.  Richard Baron had a vision of creating a 
community of mixed-income housing units (single-family dwellings and apartments) 
anchored by the Jefferson School under the stewardship of a proven transformational 
leader.  According to Richard Baron, I met all of the requirements necessary to facilitate 
the academic success of a school to anchor his visionary community. 
Richard Baron presented an amazing offer that included the job as Jefferson 
School’s principal and a home in the school’s community (attendance area).  I 
contemplated the implications of leaving Laclede School and discussed the opportunity 
with my family.  Instead of simply saying yes, I countered with a proposal for his 
consideration and the consideration of my SLPS supervisor.  The counter proposal 
consisted of merging the two schools, creating two distinct elementary school campuses, 
and integrating the two staffs.  My vision of combining the two schools under my 
leadership challenged the traditional concept of one school – one principal.  Even though 
Richard Baron supported the idea, this concept did not receive the approval of my SLPS 
supervisor.  Consequently, I decided to decline the offer.  I believed that I possessed the 
capacity, vision, and staff (human capital) to provide transformational leadership in the 
two schools.       
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While I received recognition and awards as the transformational leader at Laclede, 
the time I invested in the process of shaping the work environment, evolving the staff into 
a cohesive instructional leadership team, and collectively determined to ensure student 
academic success, made all the accolades a reality.201  I continued to create organizational 
innovation by introducing new processes and systems into Laclede’s culture.  
Transformational leadership supports and promotes innovation, which in turn can ensure 
the long-term survival of a school.202   The culture of a school changes when new 
students and staff enter into an environment that is fully functioning at a higher level that 
is quite different from their previous school experiences.  When that occurs, school 
processes are essential to maintain order, continue high expectations for student and staff, 
and provide the tools necessary for new students and staff to assimilate into the high-
performing school environment.  I designed intervention strategies to ensure students 
received coaching opportunities to adapt to Laclede’s way of doing things.  A similar 
innovation occurred for new staff as well.  Of course, these innovations could not have 
proven successful without the complete buy-in of the Laclede staff.  Transformational 
leadership focuses on stimulating change through bottom-up staff participation.203  The 
following innovations grew out of the collaborative discussions, tweaking and 
implementation of the administration and staff members; Wise-Up, Respect Class, and 
Peer Instructional Observations. 
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In an effort to ensure a successful transition for new and returning students, the 
first month of school designated as Wise-Up.  The collective school membership under 
the direction of classroom teachers, concentrates on setting the tone, expectations, rules 
and routines that govern the smooth operation of school.  This process repeated 
intermittently throughout the school year as warranted for new students.     
To limit loss of instructional time due to teacher referrals recommending out-of-
school suspensions, I initiated another visionary idea dubbed Respect Class.  My premise 
as a transformational leader involved challenging the school counselor to implement the 
counseling curriculum of conflict resolution, coping mechanisms, and character 
education directly into the classroom under the watchful eyes of classroom teachers. This 
process, designed to teach students good decision-making skills, also provided job-
embedded professional development for classroom teachers.  This intentional strategy 
helped teachers discover and engage their students around the positive implications of 
encouragement, acceptance of classmates, and teachers learn to interact more effectively 
with students exhibiting poor behavior.  The Respect Class decreased the number of 
students recommended for suspension and armed teachers with additional intervention 
strategies to redirect poor behavior.  However, some disciplinary infractions continued to 
merit out-of-school suspensions. 
I designed and implemented the Peer Instructional Observations strategy to create 
opportunities for the teaching staff to observe their colleagues’ best practices, 
instructional strategies, and teacher-to-student dynamics.  The staff member, self-
directed, selected one planning period per month to visit each colleague’s classroom, 
formally observe instruction, and capture in writing a strategy that they would 
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incorporate in their instructional practice.  I encouraged staff members to share their take-
away with grade-level team members during their common planning period.  This 
strategy is the deprivatization of practice.204    
As a transformational leader, I provided the impetus, strategy, and vision to 
cultivate the staff to fashion different ways to tackle problems; thereby endowing their 
sovereignty in problem solving.  I personally demonstrated unwavering commitment to 
organizational objectives and then empowered Laclede staff to accomplish those 
objectives creating enhanced performance on their part.205  I realized the importance of 
providing individualized attention to the respective members of my staff based on their 
needs for achievement and growth, while serving as mentor or coach to develop their 
optimal potential.206  My efforts generated a ‘Teacher of the Year’ applicant.  For the 
2002-2003 school year, Audrey Ferguson, the Laclede School mathematics teacher, 
became the first African American recipient in the fifty-year history of the Missouri 
Teacher of the Year award.207  Mrs. Ferguson also represented the State of Missouri in 
competition at the national level for the Teacher of the Year. 
Prior to receiving notification of Mrs. Ferguson’s selection as the Missouri 
Teacher of the Year, additional recognitions would be forthcoming.  A communication 
received from the Superintendent’s office identified Laclede School’s administration and 
staff for an accountability performance award for student academic achievement.208  
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Following this recognition, DESE recognized Laclede School as being in the Top 10 
‘most improved’ for increasing the combined percentage of students scoring in the 
Proficient and Advanced categories in Communications Arts, Grade 3 and Science, 
Grade 3.209  Laclede School’s administration and staff also received an invitation to make 
a presentation to the Missouri State Board of Education (DESE) detailing the strategies 
used to initiate, implement, and maintain high levels of student academic achievement.210  
After the presentation, State board members said they wanted to learn from schools such 
as Laclede.  Thomas R. Davis, president of the state board, said, “I would like to bottle 
what happens at Laclede and take it around the state.  I encourage you to replicate it in 
your district, and I hope we can draw on what you do.”211 
Little did they know at the state (DESE), I had already independently started the 
replication process.  I had responded to formal requests from the SLPS district, 
educational colleagues from the St. Louis metropolitan region and from educators across 
the state of Missouri.  These requests scheduled site visits, discussions, and my 
presentations before various groups and organizations to share Laclede’s strategies for 
student academic success.  Transformational leaders become role models admired, 
respected, and emulated by their colleagues.212      
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SLPS Central Office as Executive Director – Middle School Education 
 I believed that the fast-paced environment of ending the school year (2003-2004) 
and gearing up for summer school would help to transition my mind, body, and spirit 
away from the excitement of success.  I was wrong.  I received a telephone call from 
David Flieg, the assistant SLPS superintendent,   while literally standing at the 
secretary’s counter in the Laclede School main office.  In a matter of fact tone of voice, 
he informed me of my selection as the executive director of middle school education.  I 
quietly responded with “how could that be possible and may I call you back when I am in 
my office?”  Meanwhile, many thoughts flooded my mind regarding the just-received 
information from a trusted source.  One reflection surfaced and remained present. I had 
accomplished substantially more than I had anticipated in moving a good school to the 
next level. 
 Perhaps, now is the time that I should embrace this new opportunity for personal 
and professional growth to affect a greater number of students, staff, parents, and the 
broader community.  I convinced myself to accept the new position of executive director 
of middle school education even though it meant leaving a successful school environment 
(competent staff, students who embraced learning and the support of parents in the 
broader community).  A difficult choice to make, however, the right decision to make. 
 The school district, as a whole, had experienced gradual academic decline under 
the leadership of Dr. Cleveland Hammonds.  This situation continued unchecked for 
years until the state of Missouri downgraded SLPS district’s accreditation status to 
provisional.  According to DESE, provisional accreditation is a classification of the 
Missouri School Improvement Plan where a school district only earned 70 to 98 points of 
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a possible maximum 140 points (Accredited with Distinction) on its annual performance 
report.  A significant decrease in student enrollment, school building surplus, and a 
looming budget deficit led the newly-elected four-member ‘4 Kids Slate’ to award a $5 
million, 13-month contract to a private ‘turnaround’ company, Alvarez & Marsal, to run 
its urban school district.  Under this arrangement, William Roberti a nontraditional 
candidate and former executive with the Brooks Brothers clothing chain became the 
interim superintendent.213  The St. Louis Public School district, an urban public school 
district that encompasses the city of St. Louis only, became the first urban school district 
in the country involved in a nontraditional turnaround initiative led by a nontraditional 
superintendent supported by the mayor and the business community.214 
 Traditional educational turnarounds are necessary in schools where student 
performance has been chronically low and where incremental efforts to improve student 
academic results have failed.  The newly-elected four-member ‘4 Kids Slate’, the voting 
majority of the St. Louis Board of Education charged William Roberti to close the 
district’s budget deficit: he initiated a reduction in force (RIF), outsourced district-
provided services (i.e. custodial and food service) and launched the sale of 
undersubscribed school buildings.  Undaunted by the unsettling circumstances that the 
SLPS district faced, I accepted the position of Executive Director of Middle School 
Education. 
 This decision to accept the position of executive director of middle school 
education produced personal/professional apprehension regarding my potential successor.  
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My unique understanding of the school’s context/culture, staffing dynamics, and myriad 
partnerships led me to seek a major role in the selection of my replacement.  My intent to 
seek inclusion in the selection process reflected the importance of maintaining and/or 
extending Laclede School’s legacy of student academic achievement, which occurred 
over the ten years of my transformational leadership. 
 Mistrust permeated the SLPS district and my elevation to the executive director 
position from the elementary ranks initially caused a level of discomfort for the middle 
school principals under my supervision.  The question arose how can she lead without 
any experience? A few of my most vocal detractors did not know my SLPS district 
experience included an immersion in the middle school configuration (i.e., teacher, 
instructional coordinator, assistant principal, and principal).  I did not have to respond to 
the query as the answer came from knowledgeable colleagues. 
 With the credentialing and work-related experience set aside, I proceeded to 
establish my role as a transformational leader, introduce my expectations of performance, 
promote the concept of building principal as the chief educational officer of their 
respective school, and reiterate the principal’s obligation to students, staff, parents, and 
community.215  As a former principal, I modeled my personal willingness to extend 
myself beyond the formal requirements of my new role.  My action plan, designed to 
develop and sustain personal regard, accessibility, accountability, and trust became 
central to day-to-day interactions with principals that I continued to earn daily. 
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 I knew I was initiating transformational change from the central office level by 
helping each principal to redefine their mission, vision, and commitment to restructure 
their professional approaches to reach the goal of student academic achievement.216  A 
review of the longitudinal MAP data for SLPS middle schools detailed that students 
underperformed in all categories (Communication Arts, Math, Science, and Social 
Studies).  Based on this data, I determined middle school education needed revamping 
and that kind of organizational change is difficult to achieve.  I believed that change 
needed to occur in the office of the principal. 
 Leadership in the context of transformational change requires that the building 
principal becomes the lead learner.  As a transformational leader with proven results-
oriented strategies that raised student academic achievement, my acculturation involved 
convincing the middle school principals that they could cultivate success by being 
proactive rather than reactive, claim empowerment, and involve their respective staffs in 
the school’s decision-making process.217  I also encouraged each principal to improve the 
culture, climate, and their interpersonal relationships with school personnel as a 
collaborative mechanism for their school’s ability to ensure each student’s academic 
success.  I challenged each principal to develop a school-based community that supported 
and motivated teachers as they worked to overcome obstacles to the teaching and 
learning process (i.e. time constraints, isolation, limited budgets, etc.).  Under the 
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leadership of a transformational principal, teachers collaborate and put their collective 
energies into creating instructional strategies to support student learning.218 
 Full of confidence and armed with the strategies and experiences of Laclede 
Elementary School, I created and distributed a performance expectation document 
challenging principals to move 20 percent of their students out of basic and progressing 
into proficient and advanced performance levels based on previous year’s MAP results.219   
“The MAP is designed to measure how well students acquire the skills and knowledge 
described in Missouri’s Learning Standards (MLS). The assessments yield information 
on academic achievement at the student, class, school, district, and state levels. This 
information is used to diagnose individual student strengths and weaknesses.”220  The 
performance expectations I created set a precedent in the SLPS district. 
 Following the performance expectation document, I tasked each principal to 
identify, develop, and present a data-supported best practice as the professional 
development facilitator/lead learner.  A different principal led the professional 
development session with a different best practice example monthly.  Sharing these 
strategies with their colleagues served to strengthen their instructional toolkits.  
Transformational leadership creates the incentive for teachers to seek improvements in 
their professional practices.  Transformational leadership also focuses the principal’s 
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attention on first order changes (i.e. monitoring teacher and classroom work) which 
improves instructional activities of the school while serving as the lead learner.221 
 While I created a cohesive framework to support the middle school principals, 
they faced a daily barrage of uncertainties (i.e. budget reduction, staff reduction, school 
closings, and changes in curriculum) created by the non-traditional turnaround team. 
These issues affected teaching and learning throughout the SLPS district.  The prospect 
of the departure of the non-traditional superintendent and turnaround team at the end of 
the 2003-2004 school year brought a modicum of temporary calm for the SLPS district 
employees.  The SLPS is set to transition to a long-time district administrator, Floyd 
Crues, to serve as an interim traditional superintendent on July 1, 2004.222 
 Superintendent Crues and I met during our tenure as building principals.  He led 
Beaumont High School and I led Pierre Laclede Elementary.  We traveled together as 
representatives of the SLPS district to several out-of-state educational conferences.  Mr. 
Crues always engaged me in lively conversations detailing how I maintained high levels 
of student academic achievement.  When he decided to accept the superintendent 
position, he told me that he established a position of assistant superintendent of priority 
schools, which reported directly to him.  He convinced me to consider the new position.  
With little deliberation, I accepted the invitation to become assistant superintendent of 
priority schools.   
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SLPS Central Office as Assistant Superintendent – Priority Schools 
Priority schools, at that time, identified as among the lowest performing Title I 
schools in the state of Missouri.   
The Title I program provides supplemental educational services so that all 
children have a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality 
education. Generally, to qualify for assistance under Title I, a student must reside 
within the attendance area of a participating public school located in a low-
income area and be failing, or at risk of failing, to meet student academic 
achievement standards.223 
The No Child Left behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 increased the testing requirements for 
states and established stringent accountability standards for all public schools.  Faced 
with the demands of NCLB, building principals/staff left untrained and unfocused after 
the departure of the turnaround team, it became apparent that I needed a process to move 
priority schools forward in a seamless manner.  I decided to create a movement led by my 
transformational leadership style.  The movement to support principals and their staffs at 
the building level involved packaging with modifications of the successful strategies of 
MAPAttack that I used at Laclede School. 
 Previously, each school’s site-specific data inaccessible directly from their 
school’s website.  The first transition in this implementation began by streamlining each 
school’s access to their respective MAP data.  The initial access for data retrieval 
involved locating SLPS among the 526 school districts in Missouri on the DESE website.  
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Upon locating SLPS, the district’s code had to be entered.  Once the DESE website 
accepted the district’s code, the principal then entered his/her site-specific location code 
allowing access to their school’s data. 
 My innovative contribution for data retrieval proved instrumental in eliminating 
the historic process of data retrieval of yearly MAP results in the SLPS district.  I 
engaged the services of the Information Technology specialists to streamline the data 
retrieval process for each school under my supervision.  This electronic access eliminated 
the cumbersome job of using DESE’s portal to access each school’s MAP results by 
placing a data portal on each school’s website.  Included in the MAPAttack initiative, I 
also created a centrally located professional development center situated on the lower 
level of the central office facility dedicated to student academic achievement and the 
training of the educators charged with increasing academic achievement for the priority 
schools.  As a motivational strand, I developed a monthly newsletter dedicated to sharing 
good news stories/best practices, professional development opportunities, and priority 
schools improvement efforts, along with the distribution of t-shirts for all adults in 
priority schools, embossed with the slogan ‘Priority Schools MAPAttack Ambassador’. 
 I identified the data lens process as a key component of professional development 
for principals/teachers to improve student academic achievement in priority schools.  
This process included categorizing student results on MAP into two distinct instructional 
line items.  Those line items consisted of ‘must teach skills’ and ‘mastery’.  Labeling 
skills in this manner helped to denote for the teacher the course of instruction.  After 
analyzing the data, the teacher re-taught the concept, provided additional scaffolding, and 
partnered with before-and-after school teachers to give the student additional practice 
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around the ‘must teach skill’ before retesting for mastery.  The approach to 
scaffolding/re-teaching of ‘must teach skills’ manifested differently at each school 
depending on the grade level.  Priority schools included elementary, middle, and high 
schools respectively.  When the data revealed mastery of a skill, the principal required 
teachers to continue providing instruction to ensure maintenance of the skill already 
mastered.  Principals and teachers in the priority schools embraced the 
principles/strategies of the MAPAttack initiative and modified the framework to meet 
their individual student and school needs.224 
 During the course of my responsibility for priority school education, I received a 
telephone call from Dr. Donald Suggs, president of the St. Louis American foundation 
and owner of the St. Louis American weekly newspaper.  I learned that I would receive 
the 2004 Stellar Performer Award honoring excellence in education.  This unexpected 
recognition highlighted my leadership abilities in another capacity within the SLPS 
district for doing the work I loved.225 
 In the midst of creating the MAPAttack movement, rallying the priority schools, 
and implementing ‘Data Saturdays’ (data analysis) professional development, 
superintendent Crues abruptly submits an extended medical leave of absence and the 
direction for priority schools abruptly stalls.  As I reported to Superintendent Crues, my 
direct line of supervision ceased to exist.  The incoming chief academic officer, a Broad 
Foundation graduate, Lynn Spampinato, and the fourth superintendent in two years, Dr. 
Craig Williams, established a new direction for SLPS district.  The mission of the Broad 
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foundation focused on reforming K-12 urban public education through better governance, 
management, labor relations, competition, and the development of non-traditional central 
office leadership.226  The reform team led by Bill Roberti imposed two new district-wide 
instructional strategies, ‘Step UP to Writing’ and ‘Direct Instruction’, upon the SLPS 
district.  Subsequently, the district leadership reassigned me as the assistant 
superintendent of professional development for the SLPS district.    
SLPS Central Office as Assistant Superintendent – Professional Development 
Consultants provided the district professional development with little input from 
my office.   Other academic assistant superintendents assumed the supervision of priority 
schools.  Within my limited scope, I proceeded to reorganize the professional 
development office.  The reorganization included initiating a district-wide professional 
development training calendar, reassigning staff to manage specific schools, and 
providing easy access to all district employees’ professional development portfolio, 
which complied with a DESE mandate.  These limited duties, fractured district 
leadership, and lack of focus at the district office level, informed my decision to retire 
from the SLPS district after 34 years of committed service effective June 30, 2005. 
 
Chapter 3 – Wellston School District 
Introduction/Background/Setting 
The ‘home rule’ concept of the Missouri state constitution of 1876 enabled the 
incorporation of the Wellston municipality in St. Louis County zoned as an industrial 
                                                 
 




area reflecting the same patterns of land use of the City of St. Louis, which it bordered.227  
St. Louis City exists as a hybrid entity that used the same ‘home rule’ concept to 
divorce/separate itself from St. Louis County in 1876.  Since Wellston existed outside the 
City of St. Louis in St. Louis County as an industrial area and financially independent, it 
created, operated, and sustained its own public school district.  With the flight of its 
White residents and several businesses, Wellston slipped into decay.  The school district 
and neighborhoods suffered as a direct result of decline in its tax base.  
Wellston, Missouri, a once vibrant community, a major transportation and 
shopping center had long since lost its appeal.  Wellston, Missouri reduced to a haven of 
abandoned autos, tow companies, and poor housing stock with a majority of its citizens 
living in abject poverty.  A mayor and city council serve as the political leaders of the 
community.  Additionally, there are a large number of churches within its city limits but 
the community is without a public library. 
The school district had long-standing and deep-seated problems as well.  It had 
bounced between provisionally accredited and unaccredited status for more than 10 years.  
Many students had paid the price for the district’s inability to focus on its fundamental 
academic needs and priorities.  Under Missouri law, whenever a school district is 
unaccredited for two successive years, “its corporate organization shall lapse.”228 
Finally, DESE made the decision to declare the Wellston School District 
unaccredited; the first school district to be declared unaccredited in the history of the state 
of Missouri.  DESE based its decision largely because of low-test scores and other 
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persistent accountability issues; the WSD became a ward of the state.  Politicians, the 
Wellston community, parents, and school district employees challenged this action.  
There had been continuous requests for attendance documentation that is the DESE basis 
for determining budget allocations.  All requests for attendance data met with delay after 
delay.  The outgoing superintendent of 21 years, Ronald Stodghill earned one of the 
highest superintendent salaries in the state of Missouri while leading perhaps the smallest 
enrollment, refused to appear before DESE and respond to questions surrounding 
academic achievement gains.  Again, the superintendent failed to respond.  As a result, on 
June 30, 2005, DESE disbanded the WSD Board of Education and relieved the 
superintendent of his duties.229     
DESE established a Special Administrative Board (SAB) to provide oversight.  
The members of the SAB included Dr. Charles Brown as its chair, who also served as 
WSD superintendent, deployed straight from his position as Assistant Commissioner at 
DESE.  Two community residents, Garry Beals and Cassandra Hollins-Wallace, with 
children in the schools joined Dr. Brown to comprise the three-member SAB in a school 
district of a very small community that shares a border with St. Louis City, Missouri, 
population 2,546 citizens.230 
Once DESE made the decision to provide oversight, the superintendent moved to 
select a person to oversee the instructional leadership of the district as the chief academic 
operating officer.  The superintendent decided to seek the assistance of a career educator 
with a proven record of accomplishment.  Before I could fully comprehend my retirement 
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ending my educational career in the SLPS district, I received a phone call from Dr. 
Charles Brown.  Dr. Brown, a former SLPS district colleague, and Assistant 
Commissioner for DESE, recently selected, as a Special Administrative Board (SAB) 
member became the new superintendent of the WSD.       
Upon receiving this recruitment phone call, I had only just retired from the St. 
Louis Public Schools district a week earlier without any plans for what would come next.  
Dr. Brown, unaware of my recent retirement, planned to persuade me to retire early from 
SLPS and join him in the WSD.  I agreed to accept the position(s) – Chief Academic 
Officer/Chief Operating Officer (CAO/COO).  I pondered the possibilities for the WSD 
and what I could do to help turn around the school district.231       
Create the Path Forward 
 The initial lapse of the WSD district created an environment of uncertainty and 
anxiety for the employees and the only secretary at the district office had decided to take 
a job in a neighboring school district.  A potential disaster dissipated as I secured the 
services of a woman, Ms. Taylor, who had recently been a victim of reduction in force.  
She possessed the skills I needed to move forward in crafting documents, action plans, 
and modifying the Title 1 schoolwide application for the WSD.  She and I agreed upon 
appropriate compensation and I provided her renumeration personally for the first 4 
months of her employment.  Shortly thereafter, the WSD recognized her value and 
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decided to become her employer.  Ms. Taylor’s presence, commitment, and loyalty 
stabilized the central office and allowed me to focus on the other critical issues. 
 The SAB did not provide a process or a blueprint to follow to reopen a failed 
public school district.   I believed me to be the right person for the district and so did Dr. 
Brown, who determined the first day of school to be six weeks from my start date.  I 
relied on previous leadership experiences in the SLPS district that allowed me to 
formulate guiding documents, ‘Wellston School District Blueprint for Success’, 
‘Wellston School District Mission Statement’, and ‘Wellston School District Success 
Matrix’.232  I utilized these documents to direct all stakeholders in their roles to 
reestablish the newly formed Wellston School District.  My entire educational career 
founded in transformational leadership informed my plans for the reconstituted Wellston 
School District.   
 After accepting the position in the WSD, I proceeded to tour the community at 
large and visit each of the four school sites: Wellston Early Childhood Center, Central 
Elementary School, Bishop Middle School, and Eskridge High School.  Visits to the four 
schools revealed extreme physical neglect and decay.  All of the buildings required 
interior and exterior paint, replacement of glass in the classroom windows, new window 
replacement/inserts, and immediate repair/attention to plumbing issues that allowed raw 
sewage backup on the lower level of the middle school prior to the start of the 2005-2006 
school year.  During the site visits, I met with the principal of Central Elementary School, 
a former SLPS colleague who also supervised the director of the WSD Early Childhood 
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Center, to gauge their capacity, commitment, and value added potential.  Both 
administrators in our truncated conference convinced me that they possessed the 
ability/experience, willingness, enthusiasm, and self-confidence to lead their respective 
buildings during the transition of the WSD under my supervision as CAO/COO. 
 In my visit to the Eskridge High School, I met another glimmer of hope in Nirita 
Braford, the high school English teacher and team leader for her department.  She became 
a key informant providing critical historic context for the Wellston School District.  A 
key informant is an expert source of information.233  Impressed with her level of 
enthusiasm, knowledge, loyalty, and respect for colleagues and students, I recommended 
her for consideration for the Apple for the Teacher Award for fall 2005.  Each year, 
chapters of the Iota Phi Lambda Sorority, Inc., bestowed this award upon a deserving 
educator during American Education Week observance.   As a former recipient of this 
tribute, in an effort to build relationships in the WSD, recommending Ms. Bradford 
seemed an appropriate enterprise.234  Based on the sorority’s criteria, her credentials, 
recommendations, and achievements within the WSD, Ms. Bradford received the 
prestigious award.235 
 My next urgent concern focused on identifying, recruiting, and hiring for the two 
remaining principal vacancies at the middle school and high school.  I recognized each 
administrative staff selection as critical to the accreditation health of the WSD as well as 
a personal benchmark for my vision for the district.  Each new hire met the MSIP 
requirement of highly qualified with the appropriate certification. My experience in the 
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SLPS district helped me to amass colleagues, contacts, and resources to assist me in the 
‘turnaround efforts’ in the WSD.  I contacted, interviewed, and subsequently hired two 
highly qualified administrative leaders with experience in turnaround efforts: Robert 
Hudson for Curtis Bishop Middle School and Charles Shelton for Eskridge High School.  
The WSD turnaround leadership team at the building level is complete.  Most turnaround 
efforts require capacity development on the part of the entire organization.  The process 
begins with building principals committed to solving substantial problems associated 
with implementation of turnaround initiatives.  My goal, to translate transformational 
approaches to leadership in WSD, included advocating productive practices under less 
than ideal conditions.236  Another test of my transformative leadership in WSD rested 
with my ability to motivate a beleaguered staff and community by inspiring their 
collective consciousness, will, and restoring a sense of hope: the true source of power to 
reform the school district.237 
 Hope theory is a positive state whereby participants harness their will to achieve 
an organization’s goals.238  The role of hope is instrumental in sustaining innovation 
during major changes such as educational turnaround efforts.239  Hope, a social influence 
process, is especially visible in the transformational leader.  In the WSD, my leadership 
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required an interaction with my leadership team and staff that involved 
planning/implementing the restructuring of the WSD.  
 Much still had to be accomplished in preparation to meet the agreed upon opening 
date for the WSD.  In addition to filling staff vacancies, ordering books and supplies, 
restoring in-house custodial staff and cafeteria workers which had been outsourced to 
vendors, planning professional development, engaging all stakeholders in the 
development of the WSD comprehensive school improvement plan, and the rewriting of 
the Title I school-wide application, all of which consumed enormous time and energy.  
However, a larger issue plaguing the district entailed negotiations with host district 
superintendents regarding transportation costs associated with disgruntled parents 
exercising the option to transfer from an unaccredited school district; a Missouri state law 
required that the WSD pay the tuition and transportation costs for any student who elects 
to transfer to an accredited public school district.240 
 In the meeting, August 2005, with district staff prior to the start of school, I 
proceeded to convince the staff of my confidence in their ability to succeed under 
seemingly impossible odds, obstacles, or events.  I spoke to the immediate requirements 
of the WSD, elevated the staff by instilling in them a sense of purpose, of urgency, hope, 
and a belief that change possible through seamless, committed, and focused effort.  My 
leadership appeared to motivate the staff awakening hopeful thoughts geared toward 
productive actions in the district in the quest to earn accreditation.  Engaging the broader 
community would also be key to moving the district forward.  The process of developing 
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community partners had worked for me throughout my career and Wellston would be no 
different.                
Community Partnerships 
 To start the process, I engaged Liz Brown; a popular and well respected talk show 
host and radio personality who advocated for public education equity within the African 
American community.   As an attorney and activist, her voice and message resonated 
encouraging her listeners to action.  She allowed me to share my vision for the WSD, my 
belief that as a       community the district could survive, and invited the St. Louis 
community to serve as mentors for every student in the WSD.  Ms. Brown’s supportive 
attitude and willingness to participate with the district, allowing frequent airtime on the 
radio, raised awareness and served to support our efforts.  One of the partnership 
opportunities introduced/discussed on her radio show at WGNU  showcased the 
‘Gentlemen’s Club’ founded by Stephen G. Peters, a former classroom teacher, assistant 
principal, principal, and director of secondary education in the state of North 
Carolina.  Inspired by my personal interaction with Dr. Peters in the SLPS district, his 
message could create the impetus for WSD male students to understand and own their 
potential for greatness.  I identified his book (Do You Know Enough about Me to Teach 
Me? A Student’s Perspective) as a must read for the entire district and charged each 
building principal to ensure implementation/compliance with this administrative 
directive.  The major themes of the book provide a better understanding for educators of 
how the home/environment influences the types of students they are responsible for 
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educating, specific strategies to engage all learners, and how effective relationship 
building with children is fundamental for student and school success.241 
 Dr. Peters, a symbol of high hope, engaged the boys of the WSD in a workshop to 
initially introduce the gentlemen’s club expectation, format, and the conveyance of the 
‘tie’ presented as an integral component of the initiation and commitment to the 
‘Gentlemen’s Club.’ Dr. Peters, in a short time, served to challenge the students to be 
productive, created an arena of excitement, and demonstrated a personal commitment to 
their success.242  With the students won over to the Gentlemen’s Club idea, motivating, 
energizing, and enlisting the staff as volunteers to spearhead the clubs transcended their 
own self-interests in favor of the needs of the boys in the Gentlemen’s Club; an 
opportunity for collaboration that previously did not exist.243  On the days when the club 
met, the boys wore khaki pants, white shirts, and their ties.  The opportunity to share 
‘Wellston: Good News’ on the radio brought another community partner, Mr. Douglas 
McFarlin. 
 Mr. McFarlin, founder of the ‘Gift of Time Foundation’ and mentor to Mr. 
Leonard Little, St. Louis Rams professional football player/defensive end of the National 
Football League expressed a keen interest in becoming a part of the community effort to 
restore the WSD to full accreditation.  Noting the interest of support from Mr. McFarlin 
and Mr. Little, I decided to frame a project that needed their energy and commitment.  I 
                                                 
 
241 Stephen G. Peters, Do You Know Enough About Me to Teach Me? A Student's Perspective (Orangeburg, 
SC: Peters Group Foundation, 2006). 
242 C. R. Snyder, Jennifer Cheavens, and Susie C. Sympson, "Hope: An Individual Motive for Social 
Commerce," Group Dynamics: Theory, Research, and Practice 1, no. 2 (1997): 107. 
243 James D. Ludema, Timothy B. Wilmot, and Suresh Srivastva, "Organizational Hope: Reaffirming the 




informed them that the Wellston municipality did not feature a branch of the St. Louis 
County Public Library and I wanted ‘literacy’ to be the cornerstone for the community at 
large.  Both men agreed to support the idea of literacy and the Leonard Little Literacy 
Initiative (L3) evolved out of our conversation with Mr. Little funding the initial purchase 
of books.244 
 My next step entailed identifying a location to serve as a pseudo-public 
library/literacy site and convince the owners to allow me to establish a small ‘free’ book 
literacy center much like the ones placed at the entrance to Marrillac Hall on the south 
campus of UMSL and in community gardens throughout the metropolitan area.  I 
convinced the owners of JJ Fish, a restaurant frequented by many of the WSD families, 
which inhabited the busiest corner in the Wellston municipality at Martin Luther King 
and Kienlen to become a viable, visible, and supportive community partner.  After 
assuring the owners that my concept of a literacy center would not negatively affect their 
business operations, they allowed me to place a library/literacy center in the southwest 
corner of their restaurant.  With space secured for the literacy center, I planned a ribbon-
cutting ceremony formally introducing the literacy concept’s aid to the community and JJ 
Fish provided refreshments.        
 I made it a point to maintain relationships that I developed over the course of my 
career as a way of staying connected and to be able to call upon my contacts as needed.  I 
met with a previous contact at Arches.  Arches evolved from the Caring Communities 
Program that I hosted in Laclede School while principal.  Mr. Perry Wilson, the founder 
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of the “If I Had a Hammer Program’ wanted the WSD to be the first recipient of this new 
initiative sponsored by Missouri Community Partnership for Greater St. Louis and 
Arches.  The program taught students the   practical application of mathematics through 
the construction of a house followed by twenty-one days of after school tutoring.  My 
ability to motivate students, staff, volunteers, and community partners to energetically 
and enthusiastically to collaborate in support of the WSD goals is one of the benchmarks 
of transformational leadership.  My ultimate intent in developing community partnerships 
centered on attaining the goal of accreditation for the WSD for the benefit of the students 
in a manner that provided opportunities for them to dream beyond their circumstance.  
Over the course of the 2005-2006 school year, additional community partners committed 
to the WSD community partnership in an effort to restore full accreditation.245    
 My last partnership initiative for the 2005-2006 school year centered on providing 
a summer school experience that far exceeded the customary program planning limited to 
the district schools.  The schools in the WSD did not have central air-conditioning, a 
major obstacle to learning during the hot muggy summers in St. Louis.  I looked beyond 
the borders of Wellston to engage sponsors for host sites with the capabilities to add 
experiential learning beyond the textbook.  I explored summer school hosting options 
with the Wellston Housing Authority, St. Louis Science Center, UMSL, Washington 
University, and the History Museum.  All of the community agencies responded with a 
resounding yes and the students became the grateful recipients of their gracious 
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support/generosity.246  With the partnerships in place, I could focus my attention to 
designing professional development to expose the staff to the importance of using data to 
inform instruction in preparation for MAP assessments. 
 I relaunched the successful ‘MAPAttack’ initiative implemented at Laclede 
School during my career in the SLPS district.247  I determined the ‘MAPAttack’ 
concept’s usefulness to the staff and students of the WSD to be effective in its ability to 
improve students’ test results if properly implemented.  MAPAttack exposed the staff to a 
systemic data analysis process that informed instruction in the classroom designed to 
meet individual students’ needs.  The staff, committed to the implementation of the 
MAPAttack strategies, witnessed a detectable improvement in student academic 
achievement.      
 Shortly after the April 2006 meeting with DESE, I detected a change in the 
superintendent’s demeanor.  I attributed these subtle nuances to the fast-paced 2005-2006 
school year.  With the end of the school year approaching, the hard-working employees 
of the WSD could look forward to rest, rejuvenation of the mind, body, and spirit over 
the summer break. 
 With the start of the 2006-2007 school year, the relationship between the 
superintendent and myself reached an impasse and began to deteriorate.  I came to view 
the superintendents’ leadership style (transactional) as a way to use his position to control 
subordinates’ actions ultimately affecting their morale.  His leadership style had lain 
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dormant during the early 2005-2006 turnaround efforts; however, it emerged at the end of 
the school year.  There are instances in educational environments when leaders use their 
power with little regard for its impact on other members of the organization.248  The 
superintendent’s desire to amend strategic district plans created paradoxes in decisions 
already accepted and implemented by his subordinates. 
 I had earned the respect, admiration, and trust of the WSD staff because of my 
implementation of the positive/effective aspects of the turnaround efforts that included 
them.  I interacted with them in a supportive, reciprocal, and trusting manner.249  Many 
individuals, within and outside the WSD, playfully referred to me as the superintendent 
of WSD, including the superintendent of the neighboring Normandy School District.  
While I dispelled that notion immediately, the WSD superintendent seemed to believe his 
leadership role diminished by this perception.  I never accepted or acted on the comments 
made by others.  I pledged my skills, energy, and passion to support the WSD 
superintendent in any way possible.  I understood and accepted my role.  My ability, to 
ignite my respective staffs to high levels of organizational performance in the face of 
adversity, reinforced my effectiveness as a transformational leader.250   
 However, the superintendent’s limited administrative experiences restricted his 
capacity to provide visionary leadership to a failed school district.  He had served as a 
long-time administrator in offices that supported the daily operation of schools/district 
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and had never served as a building principal.  That limited scope clouded his judgement 
and created a feeling of inferiority and bias towards me, his subordinate.  Instead of my 
talent considered as an asset to the organization, it seemingly posed a threat to the 
superintendent who lacked confidence and experience in his own abilities to move others 
to get the work done. 
 I determined that the impasse between the superintendent and me to have 
detrimental implications for the WSD.  I would not jeopardize the WSD’s gains earned 
through motivation, mobilization, and accountability measures secured by working 
directly with me, nor would I compromise my ethical, personal, or moral integrity.251  
Unable to thrive in that kind of restrictive environment and armed with the choice to 
leave, I chose to leave.  WSD, given a second opportunity to create a model for other 
failing school districts to emulate, failed, and subsequently became extinct under state 
supervision. 
 I believed that I could make a difference in the lives of the WSD’s students, 
families, and community.  However, my positive working relationship with the 
superintendent ended prematurely, before I could realize the complete transformation of 
the failed school district.  With my abrupt departure from the WSD in October 2006, I 
never anticipated another chance to lead, support, and serve students, staff, or community 
again.  Instead, I prepared to complete my doctoral degree, a well over do project that I 
could now give my full attention.  Surprisingly, my talents, accomplishments, and 
transformational leadership allowed me another educational opportunity in the Normandy 
School District. 
                                                 
 









Normandy School District 
Effective Instructional Coordinator (EIC) 
 Normandy School District (NSD) is a public school district serving 24 
municipalities in northern St. Louis County, Missouri. The district operates 
one comprehensive high school, one alternative high school, one middle school, 
five elementary schools, and one early childhood center. The district is named 
for Normandy, Missouri, one of the primary municipalities served by the district.  The 
provisionally unaccredited public school district borders SLPS district and the WSD.   
 My transition to the NSD had been at the discretion of the Superintendent, Dr. 
Connie Calloway.  The first time I interacted with her followed a telephone call she 
placed to me while I served as CAO in the WSD.  Dr. Calloway invited me to attend a 
luncheon meeting she would host with other women superintendents from across the 
metropolitan region.  I explained my role of CAO, not superintendent, at WSD.  
However, she insisted intimating that she knew exactly my role. 
 The meeting accorded me the opportunity to meet Dr. Chris Nicastro, 
superintendent of the Hazelwood school district, who later became the Commissioner of 
Education at DESE for Missouri.  They discussed the issues that plagued women 
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superintendents and the role of meeting monthly to serve as one another’s’ support 
system.   Once she became aware that I no longer worked in the WSD, she directed the 
human resource department to locate and set a time that the two of us could meet. 
 The NSD superintendent indicated that she noticed that I did not attend a meeting 
with the WSD superintendent as customary and wondered if I would agree to join the 
NSD as an Effective Instructional Coordinator (EIC).  I agreed to join the NSD.  Dr. 
Calloway provided the leadership for the provisionally accredited NSD, comprised of 
5,700 students.  Upon my arrival to the district, I assumed the role of coordinating MAP 
strategies across the district in the curriculum department.  A job description did not exist 
and so the day-to-day schedule followed a day-to-day format and or duties as assigned. 
 The curriculum office provided the district-wide professional development (PD) 
training.  The high school served as the central location for every professional 
development training session.  The director of curriculum determined the topics in 
isolation without input from the district principals, teachers, and support staff.  At one of 
these professional development sessions, I designed a MAP presentation for the staff 
titled MAP: 39 days and counting.  Immediately following the training session, the news 
media asked the superintendent to discuss next steps regarding additional MAP 
preparation. This interview earmarked one of the few times the media seemed interested 
in the NSD.  The superintendent insisted that I go to every school and reiterate those 
strategies. 
 The one size fit all model of PD engineered discontent in the district.  Principals 
wanted input into the decision-making process so that topic selections are relevant to 
their staff and school needs.  Transformational leadership champions, supports, and 
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advances innovation at the price of confronting obstacles presented by organizational 
officials.252  However, my position, EIC, as a subordinate, under the supervision of the 
director of curriculum, created an inner struggle for me to contain my natural tendency to 
exercise transformational leadership, intercede on behalf of the principals, or even 
challenge the director’s leadership acumen.   Additionally, the Board of Education in the 
NSD had been slow in deciding whether to extend the contract of the superintendent so 
she applied to an out-of-state district and received the position of superintendent of 
Detroit Public Schools. 
 The superintendent called all of the central office staff together to share that she 
would be leaving and if they had any questions concerning the academic health of the 
district, I would be a good resource even though my tenure in the district had been short-
lived.  The out-going superintendent, Dr. Connie Callaway, directed attention to 
competent leadership available within their midst.  Her vote of confidence served to 
validate my leadership skills.  She also insisted that I apply for the vacant superintendent 
position and shared that I displayed a great deal of humility for a person who consistently 
received a great deal of notoriety for increasing student achievement. 
 The 2006-2007 school year ended and I wrestled with the question of what had I 
really done to support Normandy schools. The 2007-2008 school year started in the same 
fashion as the previous year, lacking a cohesive instructional plan to improve student 
achievement.  Instead of focusing on providing support and strategies for MAP 
preparation, I spent much of my time on off-task assignments.   I decided to share with 
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the acting superintendent that under the current configuration of the curriculum office, I 
would have to resign my position, as I did not feel that I could make a positive and 
productive contribution to the staff and students of the NSD.  Ms. Sheila Williams, the 
acting superintendent, asked me to consider applying for the Director of Curriculum 
vacancy posted by the NSD human resources office.  My application would place me in 
direct competition with the current interim director.  I still chose to apply, interviewed, 
and received the appointment as director of curriculum and a member of the 
superintendent’s cabinet for the NSD.  Meanwhile, the NSD board appointed Dr. John 
Wright as interim superintendent and Ms. Williams returned to the position of Assistant 
Superintendent. 
Director of Curriculum 
 I served as the Director of Curriculum under the leadership of interim 
superintendent Dr. John Wright, while the NSD Board of Education proceeded to launch 
a nation-wide search for a permanent superintendent.  The building principals 
received/acknowledged and congratulated my appointment as director of curriculum.  I 
had previously nurtured a rapport with them through a variety of interactions and now 
possessed the authority to affect change in the organization.  
 As an EIC, I had provided professional development for the 2006- 2007 school 
year, at the building level as determined by the previous interim director of curriculum.  
During that era, the principals had been unable to suggest relevant PD topics and the use 
of data to plan and determine appropriate development did not exist.  Interestingly, I had 
met some of the NSD principals prior to my employment in the NSD.  These principals 
had contacted me to conduct professional development in their respective buildings on 
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the topic of using data to inform instruction/MAP preparation while I served as principal 
of Laclede School.  Some NSD principals attended graduate school at the University of 
Missouri-St. Louis educational leadership division where I served as a guest lecturer.  In 
addition, while principal at Laclede School, I interfaced with Ian Buchanan, principal at 
Garfield Elementary as his daughter’s principal.  So for many of the NSD principals, I 
had already articulated a vision of the future, fostered group-oriented work, set high 
expectations, challenged their thinking, supported their individual needs, and acted as a 
role model.253 
 Over the course of time and experiences, my transformational leadership 
cemented/ingrained the value of developing and maintaining high-quality leader-staff 
relationships in organizations.254  The ability to recognize emotion is important for 
building strong leader-staff relationships.  According to Bernard Bass, transformational 
leaders make it a point to “meet the emotional needs of each employee” and Jennifer 
George contended “that creation of follower excitement and enthusiasm stems from 
appraisal of staff/followers’ authentic feelings.”  Accurately recognizing emotion in 
others is critical to leaders’ capacity to inspire and build relationships.  Transformational 
leaders, described as champions of change, manifest important social values.  These 
leaders are also likely to utilize emotion to communicate vision and motivation to 
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followers.255  It also makes sense that transformational leaders who build strong 
relationships are charismatic. 
 Max Weber initiated the theory of charisma as stemming from subordinates' 
perceptions that the leader possessed exceptional skills.  In the sociologist Weber's view, 
charisma is a result of a social crisis.256  Leaders with extraordinary appeal possess a 
vision that provides a solution to a social crisis, attracting followers who align themselves 
with the transformational leader and supports the leader’s vision.   As a result, followers 
show a great deal of commitment and often display unquestionable commitment/loyalty 
to the leader.257  As a transformational leader, I sought to re-direct the NSD staff from the 
distraction of my previous achievements to directing their commitment and energies 
towards the NSD organization and its goals.258 
 As director of curriculum, I acted literally as mentor to staff, administrators, and 
the members of the curriculum department.259  I continued to create an atmosphere 
motivating NSD staff/administrators to find fun in the work they were performing which 
created intrinsic motivation.260  Intrinsic motivation represents personal satisfaction 
derived from short-term tasks (i.e. establishing attendance targets, building level 
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leadership teams, and data utilization).261 Stabilizing the district with a systemic jointly 
developed professional development agenda paved the way to engaging community 
partnerships to support the schools in the district. 
 I approached Tipton & Sons Towing, a local small business entity, with a 
proposal to support my attendance initiative in the district.   Consequently, Tipton & Sons 
Towing became one of the first community partners to join the NSD team.  Attendance is 
a key element in the state’s accreditation process.  The state allocates points to districts 
that meet/exceed attendance targets.  Mr. Bruce Tipton, sole proprietor of the business, 
agreed to sponsor/fund my inaugural version of the attendance initiative at the Garfield 
Elementary School under the leadership of Principal Ian Buchanan.  Garfield students 
with perfect attendance at the end of each semester qualified for the opportunity to win a 
new bicycle.  Mr. Tipton enthusiastically purchased the bicycles for the awardees and as 
a result, the student attendance at Garfield Elementary showed improvement.  Since this 
incentive model based on a similar model at Laclede Elementary showed promising 
results, I planned to expand it to other elementary schools in the NSD.262 
 Understanding the implications to address the issues of a provisionally accredited 
school district, I proceeded to launch another community partnership with the University 
of Missouri-St. Louis along with former well-respected district level administrators from 
the SLPS district to create the Instructional Technical Assistance Team (ITAT).  The 
ITAT design had a dual purpose: support the building principals’ efforts as the 
instructional leader; bolster the instructional delivery of the district staff.  There are 
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numerous instances in educational settings in which poor performing classroom teachers’ 
challenged/hindered principals.  Transformational leaders seek new ways of doing things 
and create, shape an environment, and encourage followers to be a part of the change.263  
Therefore, I recruited the ITAT, a group of trained observers to go into the classroom, 
observe instruction, record the observation, and summarize the classroom teachers’ 
strengths and areas in need of improvement with the principal and the classroom teacher.  
The immediate feedback substantially helped to develop trust, improved the leader-staff 
relationship, and focused the instructional delivery presented by teachers in a meaningful 
non-threatening format.264  Trust between school leaders and teachers improves the 
routine of education.  All participants (students, staff, parents, school leaders) in the NSD 
needed to depend on each other to improve student academic achievement.  Most high-
functioning schools and school districts have transformational leaders who shaped the 
school/district’s vision, monitored learning processes within the organization, and 
established a collegial culture that fosters teacher empowerment.265 
 My role as director of curriculum provided the opportunity to construct a new 
direction for district PD.  I engaged the district principals in a focus group to assist in the 
planning.  Unanimous in their collective response, the focus group determined 
professional development must meet the needs of their respective buildings.  My efforts 
to revamp PD and my move to integrate other initiatives into the NSD proffered a note 
                                                 
 
263 Bass, Leadership and Performance beyond Expectations 
264 Anthony S. Bryk, and Barbara Schneider, "Trust in Schools: A Core Resource for School 
Reform," Educational Leadership 60, no. 6 (2003): 40-45; Graen and Uhl-Bien, "Relationship-
based Approach to Leadership” 
265 Karen L. Skalbeck, “Profile of a Transformational Leader: A Sacred Mission” (PhD dissertation, 
University of San Diego, 1991);  
122 
 
from Carl Hudson, principal of the district’s high school.  His note expressed 
appreciation for my leadership style.  His words gave me pause and I reflected back to 
my mother’s exact words spoken so many years ago: ‘your words and actions must 
demonstrate truth – in other words do what you say you are going to do’.266  Mr. Hudson 
and my mother referenced what I later learned to be behavioral integrity.  Behavioral 
integrity is demonstrated when a leader consistently makes good on promises and 
commitments.267  During the interim superintendency of Dr. John Wright, I 
recommended a number of initiatives designed to support principals and staff, improve 
student achievement outcomes, and establish a plausible return to accreditation. 
 The first initiative that I recommended to the interim superintendent, John Wright, 
concerned the establishment of a budget line item to support building principals’ 
reimbursement for their educational expenses incurred in returning to graduate school.  
The recommendation received approval.  The first cohort of NSD principals took 
advantage of the partnership I established with Lindenwood University, under the 
leadership of Dr. George Edwards, a former SLPS principal.  Lindenwood University 
established a satellite location for NSD district employees at Lucas Crossing Elementary 
School in the NSD. 
 This partnership with Lindenwood University provided a unique opportunity 
never before accorded to NSD building principals.  Although unable to achieve tuition 
reimbursement for other district staff, the opportunity to avail themselves to course work 
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offered by Lindenwood University at the satellite location bolstered access to self-
directed professional development in the form of higher education credits.  The 
convenience of the principals and staff’s ability to attend classes geographically located 
within the NSD boundaries solidified the trust factor and credibility of my 
transformational leadership in this organizational change.  Such relationships contribute 
to school effectiveness; support the purposes of the curriculum, professional learning, and 
the requirements for instruction.268 
 Another critical recommendation that I presented to Dr. Wright focused on the 
academic health of the NSD.  I proposed the purchase of an assessment program designed 
to create MAP-like tests administered as a pre-test at the start of summer school 2008 
followed by a post assessment near the end of summer school providing much needed 
baseline data.  Assessment preparation had evolved into the digital age.  Utilizing a 
district-wide assessment instrument allowed student exposure to much needed practice on 
sample items used in state assessments; It would equally expose district staff on how to 
effectively use data results to inform instructional delivery, identify students’ strengths 
and weaknesses, and inform the need to reteach specific skills ahead of the 2008-2009 
school year.  Neighboring school districts had demonstrated improvement in student 
outcomes using similar assessments.  I believed the NSD could benefit as well with 
computer-generated test and scoring (ACUITY), eliminating the timely and cumbersome 
task of teacher-scored practice assessments.  The benefits of a district-wide assessment 
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could have altered the eventual loss of accreditation.  Unfortunately, for the NSD, Dr. 
Wright decided to leave that decision to the incoming superintendent. 
 I did not allow the disappointment of my failure to convince Dr. Wright of the 
urgency for immediate implementation of district-wide assessments, curtail my focus, 
energy, commitment, and vision to raise student academic achievement in the NSD.  I 
forged ahead with my next challenge to revamp the existing NSD Career Ladder Program 
(CLP).  The program, partially funded by DESE with matching funds provided by the 
NSD, with the goal to provide district staff with opportunities to design and implement 
after school programs to enrich the academic performance of district students, lacked 
oversight, academic focus, and accountability.  In a bi-partisan fashion, I established a 
committee of teachers, principals, and representatives from the curriculum department to 
modify the CLP. 
Their recommendations included the use of data to determine program design, a 
formal application process for the participating teacher, and a pre and post assessment to 
determine the program’s impact on student achievement.  During this process, the NSD 
Board of Education identified Dr. Stanton Lawrence, who, at that time resided and 
worked in the state of Texas, as the permanent NSD superintendent.  Dr. Lawrence came 
into the district with his transition team during the CLP overhaul.  I presented 
background information on CLP along with a draft copy of the proposed changes to the 
program.  Dr. Lawrence realized the implications for academic achievement and gave his 
approval of the direction the CLP committee had taken.  Once the revised CLP received 
the NSD’s board approval, its implementation became district procedure.   
125 
 
 Toward the end of the 2007-2008 school year, Dr. Lawrence entered into a relationship 
spearheaded by the Beyond Housing group to focus on bridging the governmental divide 
that existed between the leaders of the 24 municipalities with students in attendance in 
the NSD.  As a result, this alliance known as 24:1; with a common interest focused on 
improving the student academic success within the NSD.   
 While the efforts to align the 24 municipalities proved laudable, from my vantage 
point, it appeared that the focus on student academic achievement and regaining full 
accreditation did not meet Dr. Lawrence’s priority threshold.  Frustrated with 
Superintendent Lawrence’s course of action, I decided to tender my resignation.  I 
targeted June 30, 2008 as my final day with the NSD and resolved to return to my 
doctoral project. 
 Prior to my transition to semi-retirement for the third time, the newly selected 
superintendent of the Ethel Hedgeman Lyle Charter School Academy (EHLA), Dr. 
Albert Harold in a telephone call, introduced himself followed by “I am recruiting you to 
join my leadership team understanding that you are currently employed in the NSD.”  At 
this point, I did not share with Dr. Harold my plans to leave the NSD.  Dr. Harold went 
on to say, “I know of your ability to transform education for young people.”  Much like 
Dr. Connie Calloway and others, he too had followed my career.  Dr. Harold, formerly 
superintendent of the Maplewood-Richmond Heights school district in St. Louis County 
(1997-1999), proved to be quite a salesman/recruiter.  He initiated another opportunity 
for me to influence the educational lives of children free of solicitation on my part, 
should I decide to accept his offer.  Is this coincidence, providence, or legacy?  His 
telephone calls became a daily occurrence during my last weeks in the employ of the 
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NSD.  Dr. Harold’s confidence and perseverance led to my acceptance of the associate 
superintendent position at EHLA. 
 
Chapter 5 
Ethel Hedgeman Lyle Academy (A Missouri Charter School) 
Charter School Movement 
 Ray Budde, and Albert Shanker, a past president of the American Federation of 
Teachers, first articulated the charter concept.  The educational concept of a ‘charter’ 
school allows groups to explore new instructional approaches.269  One view of ‘charter’ 
schools, identified them to be voluntary and innovative with reasonable oversight.270  In 
1991, Minnesota opened the first public charter school in the United States.271  Missouri 
joined the ranks of states with charters schools in May 1998. 
 Missouri charter school law restricts charter schools to the St. Louis Public 
Schools district and the Kansas City Public Schools district.  Thereby, limiting charter 
school possibilities to the large urban public school districts in Missouri, which service 
predominantly minority students in the state.  In Missouri, a charter school receives the 
full public funding allotment associated with its student enrollment. 
Ethel Hedgeman Lyle Academy School Operations 
 Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority (AKA), formed in 1908 by nine college women at 
Howard University in Washington, D. C., is the oldest Greek-Letter organization 
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established by Black women in America.  Led by Ethel Hedgeman Lyle, a graduate of 
Sumner High School in St. Louis Missouri, this group formed a sisterhood that added 
new dimensions of national organization and perpetual membership focused on 
education.  Omicron Theta Omega, the St. Louis local chapter of AKA, opened Ethel 
Hedgeman Lyle Academy (EHLA), the first charter school in St. Louis, Missouri, in 
2000 named in honor of one of the founding members.  The EHLA stressed academic 
excellence in a safe, orderly, and nurturing environment.  The school’s leadership 
integrated a theme of mathematics, science, and technology imbedded into a basic skills 
curriculum designed to meet and/or exceed State of Missouri mastery requirements. 
 EHLA operated in partnership with several higher education institutions who 
served as sponsors along with several educational management companies from its 
inception until the end of the 2007-2008 school year.  Charter school sponsors in 
Missouri are four-year universities with an approved teacher education program.  
Charters school sponsors articulate the rights and responsibilities of each charter 
school.272  In some instances, an education management company contracts to manage 
the day-to-day operations of a charter school.    
 I contacted Dr. Harold at the end of my last day in the NSD.  To my surprise, he 
immediately set July 1, 2008 as my first official day with EHLA.  In an effort to combat 
my unexpected anxiety of learning to report the next day, Dr. Harold indicated that he 
would share the full scope of my impending involvement with the charter school.  He 
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began our conference with some very important information regarding EHLA and the 
school’s former management company.  Dr. Harold detailed that EHLA provided 
education for students in grade levels kindergarten through grade twelve in two separate 
facilities.  The elementary location (kindergarten through grade five) housed on 
Washington Avenue and 15h street lay in the shadow of Windows on Washington (one of 
the premier St. Louis wedding venues) and the City Museum.  The second facility housed 
a combination middle school – high school (grades six through twelve) uniquely located 
in downtown St. Louis.  Dr. Harold continued to provide EHLA background information. 
 By the 2007-2008 school years’ end, a chasm between EHLA and Imagine, the 
charter school’s management company, reached irreconcilable levels.  The school’s 
Board of Directors sued for redress in the court system.  While awaiting judicial relief, 
the Board hired Dr. Harold who subsequently hired me to assist the newly identified 
leadership in the role of associate superintendent.  The school’s Board proceeded to meet 
with Dr. Harold with the intention of moving forward as a school in spite of the pending 
litigation issues.  The Board believed that the dispute with the management company 
would not interfere with the continuance of EHLA school operations.  The Board’s 
displeasure with continual poor student academic performance and financial concerns had 
served as the catalyst/tipping point that prompted the dissolution of the working 
relationship with the Imagine management company.273 
 Little did the Board know at the time, Imagine would refuse to relinquish control 
of student records including report cards, furniture, books, library resources, and the 
                                                 
 
273 Gladwell, The Tipping Point: Tipping point is the name given to that one dramatic moment in time when 
everything can change all at once.  
129 
 
middle school – high school building.  They relinquished control of the elementary 
facility.  Imagine maintained complete control of the school’s (EHLA) infrastructure, 
however, it had to forego the EHLA moniker replaced with Imagine for their middle-high 
facility.  However, the management company transferred the former school’s debt to the 
newly reorganized EHLA.  Left without a middle-high facility, the EHLA Board moved 
quickly to secure a replacement site; a high rise office building in  downtown St. Louis, 
Missouri, to continue EHLA school operations for the combination middle and high 
school.  Throughout the legal proceedings, the sponsor, Missouri Baptist University and 
DESE continued to recognize the Imagine School and the EHLA Board. Both entities 
operated as charter schools.  
 After digesting the seemingly overwhelming information that Dr. Harold shared 
with me in our conference, I recommended that a division of labor could ensure that 
EHLA opened as intended in August 2008.  Transformational leaders can see a vision for 
the future.  Dr. Harold agreed and our plan began.  Dr. Harold would focus completely on 
the renovations of the office building located at 18th and Pine, in downtown St. Louis, the 
new middle-high school location for the EHLA controlled by the AKA’s Board of 
Directors.  He would also focus on the current operations budget, including past debts, 
levied against EHLA incurred under Imagine management in the prior year.  In order to 
provide essential services for the 2008-2009 school year (i.e., bus, food, special 
education) in the new location, the school settled old bills.   
 My responsibilities included setting the tone and expectations, identifying and 
hiring staff, securing curriculum (the road map for instruction), books/resources to 
support curriculum, professional development training, responding to media inquiries, 
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hosting parent meetings, and other duties as required.  While staffing could have posed a 
significant obstacle, I came to the task with previous experience in the human resources 
arena.  I had participated directly with staff recruitment, interviewing, recommending, 
and hiring staff in my previous career positions in SLPS district, WSD, and the NSD.  I 
utilized a twofold approach to the staffing process for EHLA.  I began by identifying high 
energy, motivated, creative, diverse/culturally responsive individuals committed to the 
education of urban youth. 
 The hiring of staff posed a significant challenge that truly tested my ability to 
convince potential educators to accept a less than competitive salary to join EHLA.  
Several members of the Imagine staff defected to the newly formed EHLA under the 
leadership of Dr. Albert Harold in the midst of uncontrollable rumors regarding the 
financial stability of the new EHLA.  Entry-level teachers (Teach-for-America) happily 
accepted base salaries and veteran educators with graduate degrees (those who followed 
me from the NSD and/or other educators who had worked with me in SLPS) received a 
slightly higher salary.  Transformational leaders increase the possibilities for personal 
satisfaction; hence the contingent of individuals who agreed to join me at EHLA.274  This 
unique tapestry of like-minded individuals made it possible to open EHLA on time as 
they chose to come early and stay late, weekends included. 
 The second approach centered on the framework to guide the implementation of 
professional development for my newly assembled staff.  In my early educational 
experience as a transformational leader at Laclede Elementary, I used job-embedded 
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professional development that allowed teachers to observe their peers’ classroom 
instructional delivery.  My belief/expectation that all teachers are master teachers and can 
learn from one another supported the idea of implementing the job-embedded 
professional development module for the newly selected staff at EHLA.  I later learned 
that the research literature identified this PD strategy as a tenet of Learning Communities.  
Learning Communities foster teacher collaboration and make practice public; teachers 
observing teachers in the classroom.275 
 Transformational leaders play a primary role in establishing and developing trust 
among staff.  To ensure the successful relaunching of EHLA, I focused on earning the 
trust of the staff to develop appropriate organizational behavior and commitment.276  My 
goal throughout this process included motivating the staff to perform beyond 
expectations, explaining the importance and values of our goal, while inspiring them to 
move beyond their self-interests for the good of EHLA.277  In spite of the roadblocks 
encountered at EHLA, I orchestrated the resurgence of the charter school.  I delegated the 
responsibility for recruitment of students to the former staff members of Imagine.  They 
maintained a respectful working relationship with staff who chose to remain with 
Imagine allowing them to secure student names and telephone numbers.  In the absence 
of a custodial staff, the teachers banded together at the elementary school cleaning and 
organizing for the first day of school.  As a transformational leader entrusted with the 
task to lead EHLA forward to rise like a phoenix from the ashes, I served as the common 
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denominator bridging the divide between newly recruited staff, former Imagine staff, and 
those veteran professional educators who agreed to come aboard and serve with me at the 
new EHLA. 
 Confident with the staff in place, the preliminary interaction/orientation with the 
staff complete, and professional development portion of the action plan resolved, I 
proceeded to pursue the critical area of curriculum.  Curriculum typically refers to the 
knowledge and skills students must learn.  The Imagine management company’s failure 
to provide access to any items of import, curriculum included (the roadmap to 
instruction) posed an extreme hardship.  Spurred forward by what I believed to be an 
educational injustice against the students’ right to be educated by EHLA and challenged 
with time constraints for opening the school, I decided to approach Dr. Craig Larson, 
Superintendent of the Rockwood School District (RSD) with whom I had shared highly 
productive/valued interactions during my educational leadership career.  Dr. Larson and I 
had spoken on several occasions so I felt comfortable in approaching him with a 
collaborative opportunity for EHLA to use the RSD’s model curriculum that had been 
highly touted by educational professionals including DESE.  Initially, I met Dr. Larson 
while making a     presentation to the St. Louis Metropolitan Superintendents Conference 
hosted by St. Louis University on Laclede Elementary School’s record of academic 
success.  Pursuant to this presentation, I hosted a professional development workshop for 
Rockwood teachers to observe Laclede teacher engagement with urban youth, school 
climate, and tour the neighborhood of local students (enrolled in RSD) who took 
advantage of the Voluntary Interdistrict Choice Corporation (VICC) program.  The VICC 
program oversees the implementation of the metropolitan area desegregation program.  
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 I disclosed as much relevant information to substantiate the need to use RSD’s 
curriculum.  Dr. Larson supported my request and graciously extended access for EHLA 
staff to receive professional development training in support of the curriculum and 
provided the curriculum in digital form.  Transformational leaders seek effective 
opportunities in the face of risk.278      
 The acquisition of the RSD curriculum significantly influenced the morale of the 
EHLA staff and brought about a sense of empowerment that served to anchor the upward 
trajectory of the new EHLA.  However, shortly after securing the RSD curriculum, I 
faced a family/personal crisis that forced me to disengage from my work with EHLA.  
Failure to care for leadership succession could negatively affect the school.  Andy 
Hargreaves has identified “change in leadership as one of the most significant events that 
occurs in a school or school district.”279 
 The sense of responsibility that accompanied my commitment to EHLA fostered 
my concern for its continued survival as a viable charter school.  The school’s survival 
hinged on a comparable replacement.  In my mind, my successor already worked at 
EHLA, which would allow a seamless transition to occur.  Ultimately, the choice of my 
replacement centered on a colleague, that I mentored, coached, and who followed me 
from SLPS, to NSD, and on to EHLA.  Continuity has the best chance of working when 
insiders follow their leaders’ footsteps.280  I reflected on the many looming challenges I 
confronted at EHLA in July 2008, but mitigated by November 2008.  As I left EHLA, my 
thoughts turned to the impact of my transformational leadership on public education in 
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the SLPS district, the Wellston School District, the Normandy School District, and a 
publicly funded Charter School.  I had served as a conduit that transformed people, 






My mother set the stage for what I would ultimately become many years before I 
embraced transformational leadership.  She modeled the need for change in our family 
circumstances, the importance of vision to guide the change, and inspired me to persevere 
with the understanding that change is a collective effort.  I did not understand at that time, 
but I would come to know the full measure and impact of her foresight.  I decided then to 
become a teacher and many years later in quiet moments of reflection, understood that 
my mother had been instrumental in my early development of transformational 
leadership. 
 The inspiration to use autoethnography to share my career as a transformational 
leader evolved as I read educational literature identifying my style of leadership as 
transformational.  In addition to the research literature, the writings of Sarah Lawrence-
Lightfoot, Eric Erikson, and William Bridges also served as catalysts.  The renowned 
sociologist Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot declared:  “We must develop a compelling vision, 
one that does not assume a trajectory of decline but recognizes later life as a time of 
potential change, growth, and new learning, a time when our ‘courage gives us hope’.281  
In his book Managing Transitions, William Bridges, explained that my transition out of 
the educational arena through retirement did not forecast the end, but heightened my 
feeling of dramatic change that he described as external, contextual, and public.282  
Lastly, my transition from career educator, to Grammie, and on to doctoral student, 
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according to Eric Erikson only created an opportunity for continued development and 
growth rather than a loss of capacity.  His theory of generativity applied completely to 
me.  I still had the impulse within to nurture and guide the next generation.283  Generative 
adults are individuals who work in the development of others and recognized as ‘keepers 
of meaning’ according to George Vaillant.284 
 I decided that my lived experiences as a transformational leader could have a 
positive impact on aspiring principals and current practitioners who desired to be 
educational leaders in urban environments and beyond.  After I decided to share my 
story, autoethnography became the appropriate vehicle.  Autoethnography is a style of 
research that highlights personal experiences that influences the research process.  
Autoethnography is an intellectual elaborate venture of thick description.285 I wanted to 
tell stories that I personally observed.286 
 In the course of reconstructing my story using personal descriptive narratives, I 
planned to show the reader an efficient way to convey information so that they could 
appreciate and reflect on their own personal experiences without dialogue.287  My 
personal narratives can also help readers to focus on their academic, research, and 
personal lives in ways that initiate and encourage or validate their work in schools to 
ensure student academic success.288 
                                                 
 
283 Erickson, Childhood and Society; Erikson, Identity and the Life Cycle; Erickson, The Life Cycle 
Completed. 
284 Vaillant and Milofsky, The Natural History of Male Psychological Health 
285 Ryle, Collected Papers. 
286 Caulley “Making Qualitative Research Reports Less Boring,” 
287 Ellis, “There are Survivors,”; Ellis and Bochner, “Analyzing Analytic Autoethnography,”   
288 Berry, “Embracing the Catastrophe;” Goodall, A Need to Know       
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 Methodologically, doing autoethnography seemed to be a perfect fit for me. What 
a great opportunity to take events from my professional life and examine my lived 
experiences detailed through thick descriptions! While questions have arisen about how 
to validate autoethnography, Carolyn Ellis discussed how to authenticate such 
research.289  Stories and theories have different purposes.  In the case of a story’s 
authentication, which is always questioned/challenged, one school of thought states that 
hindsight and recall are sufficient to validate autoethnography.  However, in addition to 
hindsight and recall, I extended the autoethnographers’ validation to include 
authentication; artifacts (emails, photos, letters, handwritten notes), documents 
(newspaper articles), and public records. 
 Readers determine a story’s impact on them.290  Carolyn Ellis defined 
autoethnography as “research, writing, story, and method that connect the 
autobiographical and personal to the cultural, social, and political.”291   
 Telling my story, presented in the form of personal narratives, constituted the bulk 
of the data collection.  Uwe Flick describes the process of data analysis as “the 
classification and interpretation of linguistic or visual material to make statements about 
implicit and explicit dimensions and structures of meaning-making in the material and 
what is represented in it.”292 
My lived experiences, scholarly and justifiable interpretations, authenticated through 
multiple sources of documents/artifacts. When I decided to use autoethnography for this 
                                                 
 
289 Ellis, The Ethnographic I, 
290 Ellis, The Ethnographic I, 
291 Ellis, The Ethnographic I,  xviii 
292 Uwe Flick, "Mapping the Field," in The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Data Analysis, ed. Uwe 
Flick (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2014), 5. 
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research study, it occurred to me to review the keepsakes and memorabilia that I 
maintained in my educational portfolio over the years.  During this sorting and 
categorizing process, themes began to emerge.  “The process of data collection and 
analysis is recursive and dynamic.”293    
Emergent Themes  
 As the autoethnographer, I used a general inductive approach that utilized a re-
reading of the data that revealed consistent findings that I interpreted as themes in my 
data analysis.294  I began my story, an autoethnography, and allowed the themes to 
emerge from the data.  I reread the study many times to identify themes and categories.  
After reading the research document repeatedly and sorting through possible categories, 
four themes emerged.  
 I sorted each unit of data in the transcript and recorded applicable items under the 
corresponding theme.  I continued the coding process until no new themes emerged.  
With segments of the dissertation text coded, I analyzed the segments to identify the 
relationships between the data units (narratives) important to the research project to 
organize into a findings chart for relevancy.  The following themes identified community 
partnerships, student achievement, teaching and learning, recognition and awards, and 
leadership development.    
                                                 
 
293 Sharan B. Merriam, and Elizabeth J. Tisdell. Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and 
Implementation (San Francisco, CA: John Wiley & Sons, 2015), 195. 
294 Anselm Strauss and Juliet Corbin, Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and Procedures for 




 Autoethnograpy is suited to recognizing themes.  The themes constitute the 
findings in this study.  The findings that sustained student achievement, community 
partnerships, teaching and learning, leadership development, and awards and recognition, 
provided direct financial and/or human capital in support of teachers and students.  For 
example, awards and recognition provided my leadership with external validation, but 
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The themes are the outcome of this inquiry—what I learned and came to 
understand about the content of my autoethnography derived from my analysis of the 
data.  The visual model displayed above shows the interrelationships and 
interconnectedness of the findings.  The visual model is a direct result of the open coding 
process, which generated a constant comparative analysis between the data sources in this 
autoethnography (i.e., Saint Louis Public Schools, Wellston School District, Normandy 
School District, and Ethel Hedgeman Lyle Charter Academy).    
 The process of analyzing my raw data proved invaluable in identifying the major 
themes associated with my lived experience.  The meticulous rereading of my story 
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helped me understand that these themes, interconnected and directly correlated to positive 
student academic achievement outcomes across each academic setting (i.e., SLPS; WSD; 
NSD; and EHLA), realized because of my transformational leadership.  The student 
academic achievement served as the common denominator in all my leadership decisions. 
Community Partnerships 
 The quintessential African proverb, it takes a village to raise a child, guided my 
early decision to include community partnerships as a viable option in my quest to be the 
best possible teacher leader at Pierre Laclede Elementary School.  I reflected on my own 
neighborhood growing up as a child, and remembered how many neighbors played a 
significant role in my life.  My first partnership with Mr. Bernie Hayes as a first year 
teacher, at Laclede, set my feet upon the path to identify as many human capital resources 
that I could use to impact the lives of students with whom I interacted.  I amassed a 
plethora of resourceful partnerships that impacted students’ lives directly, remained 
relevant, sustainable, and played a significant role in student academic achievement.    
 Students are impressionable and have the tendency to emulate television 
personalities, rappers, basketball players, etc.  I wanted to present students with my 
version of role-models, individuals who once lived in their communities, in some 
instances their next door neighbors (doctors, lawyers, dentists, other professionals), who 
left the neighborhoods for the suburbs so many years before their birth.  I wanted them to 
be privy to the important role education had played in their lives, the struggles they 
encountered along the way and the sheer will they exhibited to claim success through 
access to quality education. 
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 I learned the importance of visioning the result of each partnership’s impact on 
student academic achievement.  I practiced restraint with some partnership opportunities, 
and there were several, that did not meet the threshold requirement of influencing student 
academic achievement.  The partnerships’ design needed to provide a win-win scenario 
for the school, students, and staff as well as for the participants within each partnership.  
Every opportunity to interact with our supporters brought resources, mentors, coaches, 
tutoring, financial support, computers, and access to knowledge, with direct impact on 
student academic achievement.  Overall, I attribute student academic achievement to my 
leadership, the school team, and the rich support by the many community partnerships.  
The community partnerships also served to strengthen the teaching and learning process, 
which in turn, affected student academic achievement. 
Teaching and Learning 
 As a school leader, I decided to make school decisions in the best interest of 
students. One of the goals I established for myself meant tackling the daunting issue of 
teaching and learning.  Teachers perform the most important work in education in 
classrooms everyday.     Teaching and learning served as the catalyst that informed my 
decision to accept the community partnerships, the Successful Schools Initiative295 and 
the University of Missouri-St. Louis (UMSL) Professional Development School (PDS) 
collaborative.296  Each entity’s laser focus on teaching and learning enhanced staff 
performance and student academic achievement. 
                                                 
 
295 See Appendix 1 Items 16 and 16a 




 I created innovations to ensure success in teaching and learning that included 
routine peer-to-peer observations, status conferences, school assessment (MAPAttack), 
data analysis, and the students’ IAP before it became the standard operating procedure for 
the school district.  Laclede earned an academic achievement record that drew countless 
district employees (teachers and administrators) to visit to witness best practices, requests 
from aspiring leaders from other school districts to serve as a presenter, and provided 
confidence-building support to substitute teachers encouraging them to return to school 
and complete their certification process.  My consistent and targeted focus on teaching 
and learning elevated student academic achievement as the single most important priority 
for everyone and evidenced in the receipt of state and national recognition for student 
academic achievement.  All of these startling results occurred right before my eyes and 
provided the impetus for me to continue leadership development whenever it presented 
itself. 
Leadership Development 
 While I did not aspire to become a leader beyond the classroom, others in 
positions of authority, recognized a talent, leadership potential, which I could not see in 
myself.  Internalizing their opinions, I continued my personal professional development, 
selecting educational administration as my area of focus in graduate school. I prepared 
appropriately for leadership opportunities by earning a graduate degree and securing 
administrative certification, qualifying me for promotions to leadership positions.  
 I understood the importance of balancing my personal development and having 
the presence of mind to develop those with whom I served.  This foresight set the stage to 
challenge those under my leadership to develop to their full leadership potential.  Guided 
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by the principles of transformational leadership, I envisioned the organization’s future 
and shared the vision with subordinates.297  I developed a process that enabled me to 
know my staff(s).  The status conference document served that purpose. To interact more 
fully with staff, I collected personal and professional data to assist in setting personal and 
professional goals.298  Additionally, this interaction also provided support to staff with 
aspirations to become leaders.  I provided opportunities for promotion within the 
building, and penned recommendations for staff seeking leadership opportunities in the 
greater educational community. 
 Leadership development also happened beyond the confines of the building(s) in 
which I served locally.  Educators from across the metropolitan region and beyond made 
requests whereby I interacted with them and shared leadership strategies through site 
visits, as a speaker in their graduate classes, or as a presenter at conferences.299  I actively 
engaged with local and external staffs/leaders in such a way to raise their expectations of 
themselves and to higher levels of productivity that theoretically had the potential to 
improve student academic achievement.300  Serving as a mentor, coach, and supporter to 
my colleagues engendered a feeling of complete satisfaction.    
Recognitions and Awards 
 My focused leadership on teaching and learning culminated with the realization of 
sustained student academic achievement, which brought significant recognition and 
                                                 
 
297 Francis J. Yammarino and Bernard M. Bass, Transformational Leadership and Multiple Levels of 
Analysis, Human Relations, 43(1990), 975-995. 
298 Appendix 2 Teaching and Learning, Item #4, 4a, and 4b 
299 Appendix 4  Leadership Development, Item #2, 3, 4, and 5. 
300 Karl W. Kuhnert and Phillip Lewis, Transactional and Transformational Leadership:  A 
Constructive/Developmental Analysis, Academy of Management Review, 12, (1987), 648-657. 
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awards to the Laclede Elementary School family.301  Humbled by the accolades, but not 
distracted by them, I continued to maintain high levels of accountability required to 
sustain high levels of student academic achievement.  Recognition and awards served to 
motivate students and staff to continue their commitment to student academic 
achievement by maintaining high levels of attendance.  Showing up daily to school 
ensured continuity of instruction, a DESE benchmark that is essential to recognition as a 
successful school.  Teachers and students received individual awards and recognition for 
perfect attendance at the building and district level. 
 The school’s success became a magnet.  Recognition and awards served to 
capture the attention and imagination of potential community partners and contributors 
seeking to support a successful school, and playing an integral role in helping to move the 
school to the next level of student academic achievement.  Recognition and awards 
brought President George W. Bush to a public, non-integrated, urban school in one of the 
most challenged neighborhoods as a part of his round-table discussion tour across the 
country to tout the merits of the NCLB legislation.302  These visible and tangible signs of 
success generated opportunities for me to interact with aspiring leaders and veteran 
administrators sharing successful strategies that I implemented and considered 
instrumental in the large gains in student academic achievement that met and exceed 
local, state and national standards. 
 Transformational leadership empowered me to tackle the important issue of 
teaching and learning and its related impact on student academic achievement.  I married 
                                                 
 
301 Appendix 3 Recognitions and Awards, Item #17, 19, 19a, 19b, 19c, 23, 23a, 23b, and 24 
302 Appendix 3 Recognitions and Awards Item #23, 23a, 23b, and 24 
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data analysis in an active collaboration with teachers to improve the impact of instruction 
on student academic achievement.  I established a process to integrate the most critical 
strands essential in the education of urban students; community partnerships, teaching 
and learning, leadership development, and recognition/awards.  When transformational 
leadership coexists with the realization of potential student academic achievement in any 
educational environment, the positive effects on school outcomes, as measured by the 
quality of instruction and the improved academic standings of its students, is 
inevitable.303  My story, written as an autoethnography, invites readers to reflect on their 
own professional lived experience, determine its potential impact on student academic 
achievement, and make a decision to incorporate some or all of these strategies (themes) 
into their professional practice. 
 My lived experiences details how I involved my respective staffs in sustained 
conversations and shared decision making about student academic achievement and other 
relevant educational matters.  My story details how I engaged teachers and the broader 
community as equitable stakeholders in the quest to improve academic achievement of 
students in the urban environment while honoring their ability to recognize themselves as 
professionals who make a difference in the lives of students.304  My autoethnography 
contributes to the existing research literature on transformational leadership. 
Transformational leaders confront conflict during the process of leading change in 
schools.  For the purpose of this narrative, I chose to focus intently on the themes that 
                                                 
 
303 Helen M. Marks, and Susan M. Printy, “Principal Leadership and School Performance: An Integration 
of Transformational and Instructional Leadership,” Educational Administration Quarterly 39, no. 
3 (2003): 370-397.  
304 Brian Rowan, “Commitment and Control: Alternative Strategies for the Organizational Design of 
Schools," Review of Research in Education 16 (1990): 353-389. 
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made the goal of student academic achievement possible to empower aspiring urban 
leaders.  It is important for the reader to understand that transformational leadership is not 
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